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      People are capable of anything—especially when they’re desperate.

      

      Jane Westen comes from a broken home, with demons from her past she can’t escape. Between her painful secret and her dead-end job, she isn’t supposed to want things. Not love. Not money. Not the fairytale castle she discovers she’s in line to inherit. Owning the castle would change her life, but one obstacle stands in Jane’s way: the darkly handsome lawyer determined to take the castle away from her.

      When murder happens at the castle, suddenly everyone looks like a suspect and no one is safe.
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      A wolf howled in the darkness.

      Jane Westen trudged through the snow, her legs stiff and numb from the cold. Another howl. Low and mournful. Maybe it wasn’t a wolf. It sounded too much like a man groaning for it to be an animal. There had been some detail about wolves being hunted to extinction in this part of Germany, but leisurely scrolling through travel websites felt like a lifetime away.

      A chilly blast of wind slapped at her, nearly tearing her small suitcase from her grasp. Only the vise-like grip of her frozen hand kept the suitcase secure. That was the cause of the howling. The wind was suddenly picking up, and if she didn’t make it to the castle soon she’d freeze to death out here. With the light fading fast, it would be dark soon. Too dark to see her way up the hill.

      Against the sting of the wind on her face, Jane chanced a look up at the hilltop. She must have started her climb up the hill twenty minutes ago, but the castle seemed no closer. It appeared to float over the world, the conical roofs of its towers and turrets almost disappearing behind clouds as they reached heavenward. It was like something out of a fairytale, this castle overlooking a thickening blanket of silver snow. And it could all be hers if she just reached its front gate.

      No, she would have to do a lot more than that if Wintergarten was going to be hers. Especially since she couldn’t afford a lawyer to help her win her inheritance case. That was the whole point of this trip. It was why she had taken the vacation days from her crummy job answering the phone at the motel. Why she had gotten on a plane for the first time in her life, using frequent flyer miles to pay for the trip to Germany.

      Just four months ago, she never would have believed that she would have gotten a phone call in the middle of the night from a lawyer in Germany. The lawyer had called to notify her that her distant relative, Friedrich von Westen, had died with no living heirs. Friedrich’s will had requested that the castle be handed down to his closest surviving relative. That left Jane, her father, and a Wall Street banker she had never met. But her father was in an insane asylum and in no mental state to inherit anything, so it was down to Jane and the banker.

      She shivered. Not from the cold wind, but from thoughts of her father. He had abandoned her mother when Jane was just four years old. And thank goodness for that, because her father had ended up becoming one of the most notorious mass killers in New York State history. He had chopped up a dozen innocent people with an ax by the time Jane was ten years old, and she would never be able to get the horror of the crime scene photos out of her mind.

      That was why she was here. To prove that she was the rightful owner of the castle and restore a little bit of honor to the family name. And not only that. After years as a single mother working her fingers to the bone, Jane’s mom deserved to finally retire. Turning the castle into a hotel would guarantee that her mother never had to work again.

      Finally the castle gatehouse came into view, giving her enough hope to forge ahead. When she reached the gatehouse Jane stopped to catch her breath, exhausted after the long trek up the hill.

      The sound of a low voice speaking German startled her, and she peered through the portcullis.

      “H-hello?” Jane called as she noticed a hunched-over figure on the other side of the gate. “Is anyone there?”

      She cringed. Whoever it was probably didn’t speak any English. She’d have to use the rudimentary German she had been learning over the past couple of months. “Mein name ist Jane Westen.”

      The figure came closer and she saw an elderly man holding a flashlight come into view.

      “I speak English,” the man said, eyeing her suspiciously.

      “Are you Herr Kramer?” she asked. “Wintergarten’s solicitor?”

      The man shook his head. “No. I am the groundskeeper.”

      “Well, Herr Kramer should be expecting me,” she said.

      The groundskeeper’s lips thinned in response.

      “Please. I’ve come all this way.” The wind began to pick up in earnest and she shivered. Jane didn’t know what she would do if she was turned away now. Going back down the hill wasn’t an option. The tour company only drove to the hill’s base every few days, and the small car certainly couldn’t drive up the steep slope to the castle. “Is Herr Kramer here?”

      “Yes. He is here.” The groundskeeper sniffed loudly, eyed her again for a long moment, then motioned for her to step back.

      She did as he instructed and the portcullis slowly went up.

      “Thank you so much,” she said gratefully, dragging her suitcase with her.

      The groundskeeper said nothing. He merely beckoned for her to follow him across the snow to the castle entrance.

      At the castle’s double doors, the groundskeeper produced a set of huge metal keys from his pocket and let her inside.

      She followed him into an immense great hall with a vaulted ceiling that made her feel tiny and insignificant. Despite the large fireplace on the far side of the hall, the place still felt drafty. The air was stale and smelled faintly of mildew. As if nobody had lived in the castle for some time. Old armor and deer heads mounted on the walls cast long, dark shadows, the light from the fireplace doing little to illuminate the place.

      There were scores of paintings on the walls. Each one was some long-ago ancestor—the grand dukes and duchesses who had lived at Wintergarten, starting with what looked like a fifteenth-century nobleman and ending with a photo-realistic painting of Friedrich von Westen. As she moved through the hall it was impossible to shake the feeling that they were all watching her, the painted eyes following her down the hall.

      Jane suppressed a shudder and glanced to her left in an effort to find something less creepy to look at. Mounted on the wall was an assortment of medieval weapons. Swords, spears and, most horrifying of all, a gleaming ax.

      At the sight of the ax she quickened her pace after the groundskeeper, the sound of their footsteps echoing eerily off the walls.

      The groundskeeper stopped at the fireplace and motioned for her to sit down in one of the antique arm chairs. “You sit,” he instructed. “Get warm.”

      Jane had never been so grateful to see a chair in her life, and she quickly took a seat. “Thank you.”

      “Wait here. I will produce Herr Kramer.” The groundskeeper shuffled away, vanishing from the great hall.

      The silence in the hall was deafening. Shifting uncomfortably in her seat Jane shrugged off her coat, pulled off her gloves, and held out her hands in front of the fire. Blissful warmth spread through her, chasing away the chill.

      Sitting in front of a warm fire at last made the long trip up the hill worth it. Going through the castle archives and proving her claim to Wintergarten would make it even more worth it.

      She’d finally be able to wipe the smirk off that attorney’s face. Ugh, just thinking about Gabriel Ross was enough to drive her batty. The Wall Street banker who also had a claim on the castle was rich enough to hire a big-shot lawyer. And Gabriel was the most annoying man she had ever met.

      All his phone calls and unannounced appearances at her workplace to try to coax her into relinquishing her right to Wintergarten had driven her round the bend from the minute she had found out about the inheritance. He refused to give up no matter how many times she told him to piss off. He was truly the worst.

      Arrogant, intelligent, with a razor-sharp tongue, Gabriel was the kind of man that women dreamed of and his legal opponents no doubt feared. He was devilishly handsome and probably knew it. With that blush-inducing smile and savage elegance, Jane was keenly aware that whatever tingling sensation he inspired between her legs was going to remain in her pants. First of all, he was way out of her league. Secondly, she had a castle to win.

      No matter what legal tricks he had up his sleeve, she was going to beat him. Now that she was here in Germany and he was in New York, blissfully unaware, Jane had a few tricks of her own.

      She yawned and rubbed her eyes. Hopefully, she’d be able to turn in soon and get some much needed sleep. The ten-hour flight and subsequent two-hour drive to the castle had exhausted her. Jet lag was definitely setting in.

      “Good evening to you.”

      She nearly jumped out of her skin.

      A tall, skeletally thin man emerged from the nearby shadows. His head was balding except for a few wisps of salt-and-pepper hair at the sides. He didn’t make a single sound as he crept closer, his footsteps on the stone floor so silent she couldn’t believe he was actually walking. That was more than a little unsettling.

      Her mouth went dry and she swallowed hard. “Good evening.”

      The thin man gave a hurried bow and stood up to his full, jaw-dropping height. “Welcome to Schloss Wintergarten. You must be our master’s American cousin, Fraulein Westen. I am Emmerich Ernst, Herr von Westen’s manservant.” He paused, giving her an awkward show of crooked teeth she guessed was an attempt at a smile. “Or should I say, I am the former manservant to our former master.”

      “Oh. Of course. Nice to meet you.” She rushed to her feet and held out her hand.

      The manservant stared at it, seemingly at a loss for what to do next. Finally, he let out a cough and reached out to give a half-hearted handshake before quickly releasing her hand. “I met with our groundskeeper on his way to fetch the solicitor for you. Unfortunately, Herr Kramer is in a meeting at this moment. Perhaps you can take dinner in the dining hall while you wait for him to finish.”

      “Sure, I don’t mind having something to eat,” she said with a nod. Even though she was tired, she was eager to speak with the solicitor as soon as possible. Besides, she had gotten pretty hungry on the drive over here.

      He ran his hands down the front of his suit, smoothing over invisible wrinkles. “Our maid is currently preparing your bedroom, so allow me to take your bag upstairs for you while you wait for dinner to begin.”

      “Uh…thank you so much.” She offered him a grateful smile. Though Jane worked at a motel, she had never been waited on like this before.

      The manservant didn’t return her smile. Instead he stared at her blankly with large, owlish eyes as he reached for her suitcase. “Dinner will be served in twenty minutes. In the meantime, I shall return with some warm cider for you to drink if you wish.”

      “I like the sound of that,” she said eagerly. “Thanks again, Mr. Ernst.”

      Without another word the manservant disappeared back into the shadows, leaving her alone again.

      The second he was gone Jane forced out an exhale. For some reason she had felt tense in the manservant’s presence. It was probably a combination of nerves about meeting strangers and being in a new environment. She’d get used to servants appearing out of nowhere soon enough. In a castle this big there were bound to be unexpected surprises. With time, she’d be accustomed to it. Especially once she claimed her inheritance and started spending more time here at Wintergarten.

      She spent several more minutes warming herself by the fire, some of the stiffness in her limbs going away.

      The sound of footsteps drew her attention and she turned to see if the manservant was coming back.

      At the sight of the tall man striding up to her, Jane’s mouth fell open.

      Luxuriously tousled thick black hair. A harsh but kissable mouth. Green eyes framed by long, dark lashes. Cheekbones that could cut glass.

      No. It couldn’t be. Not here. Not now. Not him. Anyone but him.

      A man so devilishly handsome that she crossed her legs at the sight of him. Here he was. Her competition’s fancy lawyer. Mr. One Thousand Dollars an Hour himself. The worst man in the world. Gabriel Ross.
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      She stared at him in wide-eyed surprise, her chest heaving, disbelief flashing in her eyes.

      Gabriel Ross forced his gaze back up to her face, hoping like hell she hadn’t caught his accidental glance at the swell of her breasts. Not that he was complaining about looking at her face. It was quite a captivating face. That pink mouth was its most prominent feature. Full and inviting, he had fantasized about kissing that mouth at his leisure. Taking his time to taste its sweetness. Then there were those brown eyes that, for some reason, reminded him of fall foliage. All of it topped off with a mane of dark hair that gleamed copper in the firelight.

      Right now, the shock on her lovely face mirrored his own. He hadn’t expected to see her here. But he wasn’t going to reveal how stunned he was to find her in Wintergarten’s great hall.

      He wondered what would come next. They had taken part in this dance for two months now. Each of them battling to take the lead. Most of the time she’d kill him with kindness first before letting fly some choice verbal jabs. But maybe she was so shocked by his presence that she’d give him a different sort of welcome. Would she finally lose her temper? Or would she compose herself and give him a chilly reception?

      “You,” she said in an accusatory tone.

      He granted her a mildly amused smile. “Janet was it? Great to see you again.”

      “It’s Jane,” she said sharply.

      He knew damn well it was, but keeping his enemies off balance was part of his job. And Jane Westen was definitely an enemy. Her combination of beauty and brains made her just as dangerous as the best opposing counsel he had ever encountered.

      Gabriel shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded, brown eyes narrowing.

      “Working vacation,” he replied smoothly.

      “Working to take the castle, you mean.”

      He took a seat in the armchair opposite her. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

      “I’m here to see my inheritance,” she said sweetly, her face the very picture of innocence.

      Oh, she was damned good at this. Jane seemed to know when to turn up the heat and when to retreat. Probably why he could never quite anticipate when she was going for the jugular. She kept him on his toes, which was getting increasingly rare in his line of work. Legal battles were getting less challenging as time went on. Which meant a hell of a lot more boring. Mind-numbing, if he was going to be honest. He had only ever gotten into law to make his parents proud. Not because he had much interest in it. His talent for it had come as a surprise. Maybe because he had spent so many years lying to his parents. Even more years lying to himself.

      “Careful. You wouldn’t be the first invader to try, and ultimately fail, to win Wintergarten.”

      An angry flash in her eyes vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “And what about you? Are you invading the castle with your client?”

      “You mean your cousin? No, he isn’t here,” Gabriel returned. “He got tied up with work matters and couldn’t leave New York.”

      “Oh, so that’s why my distant cousin sent a lackey in his place. What a shame,” she said, looking him directly in the eye. Clearly, she was trying to get a rise out of him.

      No matter how much she stirred his blood, Gabriel wasn’t going to take the bait. He’d play it cool. After all, he had the upper hand here. As impressive as Jane’s verbal sparring was, she didn’t have the resources to keep this going. Without the money to afford a halfway decent lawyer, she was basically acting as her own legal representative. Eventually she’d see reason and give up. Then the castle would be won and Gabriel would make partner at his law firm.

      That thought left him feeling a little hollow. He was going to miss their encounters and all the sexual tension that came with them.

      “Lackey. Lawyer. As long as I get paid handsomely. Which I will be. Soon enough.” He flashed her his most winning smile. A disarming weapon he deployed whenever he was ready to get his way.

      She tilted her head, studying him in a way that possessed a heated interest that intrigued him. “Are you often paid when you lose?”

      Gabriel laughed. It was criminal to have this much fun with a woman while fully dressed, but he was enjoying himself way too much to pull back now. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t lose cases.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” She straightened in her seat, flipping her hair over her shoulder to reveal the delicate column of her neck.

      He gaze lowered, and suddenly he was fantasizing about what it would be like to press a kiss to the dip at the base of her throat. Would she tremble at the initial contact? Or would she tilt her head back, offering more of herself to him?

      He felt himself go painfully hard at that image. In the fog of his rising lust, he almost lost his train of thought. “There’s no first time for me,” he finally choked out. “I always win, because I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Jane pursed her lips for a moment, as if she was ready to mount another verbal attack. But she let her face go placid and asked, “So, when did you arrive?”

      “Yesterday afternoon,” he replied. Looked like she was trying to change the subject to avoid further argument. She had never done that before, and he was suddenly intrigued. Interested in finding out where the conversation was headed now that there was a chance of them speaking like two civilized adults. “I’ve already taken the grand tour and everything.”

      “Bumped into any ghosts yet?”

      “No, can’t say that I have,” he said with a chuckle. “The history of the place is pretty interesting, though.”

      “It’s been in the family since the fourteenth century. Imagine how many people have lived here,” she said wistfully. “I can already feel the presence of all those lives.”

      There was a dreamy look of wonder on her face that made his heart stop. He forced himself to resist the response. If he let himself get taken in by her growing attachment to the place, he’d lose the nerve to cut her down the way he did with all of his enemies. There was nothing personal about defeating Jane, but he couldn’t let sympathy cloud his judgment. Couldn’t let feelings get in the way of this ruthless undertaking. To make partner, Gabriel had to get the castle for his client. Nothing could stand in his way.

      “Kind of spooky, don’t you think?”

      “It is spooky,” she admitted. “But that’s part of its charm. The outside of the castle looks like something out of a fairytale. Especially with all the snow this time of year.”

      “The inside sure doesn’t.” He motioned to the immense hall around them. This part of the castle wasn’t a ballroom or a princess’ tower. There were deer heads and killing machines on the walls, for one thing.

      “Sure it does. Fairytales aren’t always pretty. The inside of Wintergarten is closer to a Grimm fairytale than the sanitized version most parents like to read to their kids.” She gave a faint smile and glanced over at the fire. “My mother gave me a book of Grimm fairytales when I was a kid, and I’ve been into German folklore ever since.”

      She seemed to be falling in love with the place already. It was a pity he was going to have to tear her dreams away from her. “Pretty heavy stuff for a kid, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, but it was good for me,” she said.

      “How so?” he asked, genuinely interested.

      Jane hesitated. “It helped me deal with some hard stuff. Gave me a place where I could be scared without being in any actual danger.”

      “I see,” he said. “I guess that means you have big plans for the castle. If you win.”

      “When I win, I plan on turning Wintergarten into a hotel,” she said. “Make it part of a heritage tour for people interested in local history and folklore. I was thinking the bottom floors could be more a museum and the upper floors would be where guests stay overnight.”

      “Sounds like a huge undertaking.”

      She turned to look at him sharply. “Anything worthwhile is. Which is probably more than I can say for whatever your client has in mind for the place.”

      “Not that it matters one way or the other, but my client wants to make this his winter home,” Gabriel said. Though he had attorney-client privilege, his client had given him permission to talk about what he planned on doing with the castle. Any detail that would potentially scare her off was fair game.

      “His winter home?” She scoffed and then rolled her eyes. “How many homes does this guy have?”

      “More than he needs, I’m guessing.”

      Her eyebrow quirked up. “Are you judging your client?”

      “Most of my clients have more money than they need,” he said wryly. “It comes with the territory.”

      “So you are judging him.”

      “What I think doesn’t matter. What I want matters even less. As long as I get the results my clients want, I get paid,” he said candidly. He hadn’t planned on that moment of candor. Gabriel tried to tell himself he had only told her the truth to use it against her later. But not even he could lie to himself that well. The truth had come out because he’d wanted it to. There was something about Jane that made him want to talk. It might have been her forthright questions after he’d spent his professional life trying to parse through what the frauds around him actually meant. For better or worse, at least he knew where he stood with her.

      Besides, at Wintergarten they were out of place and time. What happened here wouldn’t follow them back to New York. The place was little more than a dream.

      She leaned back, crossing her arms as she appraised him. “Do you even like your job?”

      “Does anybody?”

      “You’ve probably made enough money to start over and do what you really want.” Gabriel could swear he heard a hint of envy in her tone as she spoke. “So if you don’t like it, why keep doing it?”

      Why indeed. He could always tell her that law was essentially the family business. His father was a judge. His grandfather a U.S. attorney. But there was more to it than tradition. Far more. A lifetime of pain he couldn’t begin to express to her.

      He had to make partner, it was as simple as that. If he failed to win the castle, all these years of working to live up to his parents’ expectations would have been a waste. That was why he’d flown out to Germany. To get definitive proof that his client had a better claim on the castle than Jane did.

      “Why? You offering me a job?” he asked glibly.

      Her full lips turned down at the corners into a disapproving frown. If her goal had been to get some of his secrets out of him then Gabriel was determined to see her fail. When it came to the truth, he’d only give her so much and no more.

      Before she formed a response Emmerich the manservant appeared, expertly balancing a tray laden with mugs of cider.

      “Ah, it seems Herr Ross has joined you,” the manservant said with a respectful nod. “In that case, perhaps both of you would like to take your cider in the dining room while you wait for dinner?”

      “Sure, that sounds great,” Jane said, getting to her feet.

      They followed the manservant into the enormous dining hall. The long dining table seemed to take up the entirety of the hall.

      The manservant placed the mugs on either side of the table, leaving Gabriel no choice but to sit across from Jane. Not that he minded all that much. Getting to look at a companion as beautiful as Jane during dinner had its advantages.

      The sound of footsteps on the stone floor made the manservant turn to the dining hall entrance. “Ah, here is dinner now.”

      A pair of servants entered the dining hall and began to lay out food under the manservant’s direction. They set out a feast including sauerkraut, beef stew, roasted potatoes, and pork ribs.

      “Before you dine allow me to introduce some of our staff to you, Fraulein Westen,” the manservant said, gesturing to the other servants. “This is Agnes our housekeeper, and Heidi our maid.”

      “It’s great to meet you.” Jane started to spoon some of the beef stew into a bowl.

      “Fraulein Westen, that is for Agnes and Heidi to do,” the manservant said, suddenly looking alarmed.

      “It’s no problem. I’ve got it. They’ve already done a great job laying the food out.” Jane lifted a spoon from the bowl in front of her to taste the stew. “This is amazing. Thanks so much for making all this for us.”

      Both ladies smiled politely and then headed out of the dining hall.

      The manservant gave an uneasy cough. “Eh…Fraulein Westen, remember that it is our cook who prepares the meals. Shall I give her your compliments on the dinner she prepared?”

      “Yes, please. This is amazing,” Jane said again before taking another bite of her stew.

      The manservant swallowed hard, gave her a final pointed look, and then left the dining hall.

      Gabriel watched as Jane’s cheeks turned pink.

      “Did I do something wrong?” she asked.

      He couldn’t help but laugh, utterly charmed by how unpretentious she was. “No. They’re just not used to people gushing and thanking them.”

      “Oh.” She chewed her lower lip. “I guess I’m not used to being waited on.”

      “Really? Not even on vacations?”

      “I don’t know what kind of vacations you take, Gabriel, but I’m more of a staycation kind of girl,” she murmured. “Bet you’ve been to, like, Bali or something.”

      “Several times,” he confirmed without hesitating.

      “Wow. You’re not even going to pretend to live like the rest of us?”

      “Why should I?” he asked as he started to serve himself. “I make money. I spend it. Though, most of the times I travel it’s for work. I haven’t had an actual vacation in years.”

      “I’m not the least bit surprised that you’re a workaholic,” she said.

      He didn’t respond right away and started eating his food. “Hard work isn’t a crime,” he said finally.

      “It should be if you hate your job,” she grumbled. There was also a weariness in her tone that made him sympathize with her, although he was well aware that he really shouldn’t.

      “Hospitality business getting you down?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I work in a seedy motel. Our guests are mostly drug addicts, drifters, and prostitutes. We’re providing mattresses to crash on more than hospitality.”

      No wonder she could hold her own against a lawyer like him. Jane probably dealt with clients who were just as tough and scary as his were.

      “Is that why you want to turn the castle into a hotel?” he asked. “To finally get to work somewhere a little more…respectable?”

      “I guess that’s part of it. But really, I want to be my own boss,” she explained. “No more taking orders from jerks who underpay me.”

      “Well, I can toast to that,” he said, lifting his mug. “Cheers.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise, but she lifted her mug and clinked it against his.

      He decided to steer the conversation to a more pleasant topic and started talking to her about his trip to the nearby village before he had arrived at the castle. She eagerly asked him questions about the surrounding area, and he was happy to oblige.

      Though Gabriel knew it was a bad idea to let his guard down, he was desperate to talk to her. For whatever reason, he’d actually settle for an argument with Jane over not getting the chance to speak with her again.

      Suddenly, when dinner was winding down, a loud, blood-curdling scream pierced the air. The sound was so inhuman that Gabriel knew something unspeakable had happened.
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      “What was that?” She got to her feet so fast she nearly knocked over her chair.

      “Whatever it is, it’s nothing good.” Gabriel had survived some dangerous situations in his life, but had never heard anyone scream like that. He got up and quickly strode out of the dining hall, with Jane rushing after him.

      The scream had turned to anguished wails, more chilling than the sound of the howling wind from earlier. Shouts came next. Followed by voices raised in alarm.

      His heart hammered with each step he took as they followed the noise across the great hall to a side corridor.

      The sight before him was like a scene from a horror movie. He stopped in his tracks, unable to fully process the carnage in front of him. There, at the bottom of the long, winding stone staircase was the broken body of Heidi, the maid. The maid’s head was turned at a strange angle, her eyes dull and lifeless. A spot of blood ran out of her mouth, the red staining her pale skin.

      Several feet away from the maid was an overturned bowl of beef stew.

      Gabriel’s stomach tightened, his lungs constricting painfully.

      A crowd had gathered around the body. The castle’s cook was wailing, tears rolling down her cheeks. Agnes, the housekeeper, wrapped an arm around her, desperately trying to comfort the weeping woman.

      Standing over the body was the manservant, who prodded at the maid with his foot.

      Anger flared, indignation at the manservant’s behavior burning through him. Gabriel had to force himself to breathe. If he didn’t get a hold of his anger, he’d snap and go after the manservant instead of doing what needed to be done. Someone had to take charge of the situation and do something.

      Gabriel knelt beside Heidi, taking her hand gently in his. It was still warm. “Has anybody checked for a pulse?” he demanded as he pressed his fingers against her wrist.

      “You’re too late.” The manservant shook his head grimly. “Can you not see she is dead?”

      Gabriel didn’t say anything. Instead he took the time to check for a pulse and then, with a resigned shake of his head, he lay the maid’s hand back down on the cold stone. The maid’s vital signs were non-existent as far as he could tell. Heidi was gone. “How did this happen?”

      “Obviously, she fell down the stairs and broke her neck,” the manservant said.

      “We have to call the police,” Jane said suddenly.

      Gabriel looked up, their eyes locking. Jane’s face was pale, her huge brown eyes shimmering with unshed tears. Even though he knew she had probably survived some messed up situations at her job, this was too much to bear. He had to get her away from here before she unraveled. Best to get them all away from the scene.

      He got up and moved over to Jane, placing his hands on her shoulders, doing his level best to steady her. It was the first time he had touched her outside of a friendly handshake. He could feel the heat of her body even through the thick layers of clothes she had on. The sensation of her warmth against his palm seemed to chase away his own shock. Jane trembled. She was so small and fragile that he feared he’d break her with that single touch. Gabriel loosened his hold on her slightly.

      “You’re right. Local emergency contacts are listed on my phone. Think you can handle calling while I deal with the others?” he asked.

      Maybe giving her a task would help keep her away from the horrific scene in front of them. In spite of the hostility between them, right now he’d give anything to make her pain go away. Anything.

      “Yes, I can do that,” she forced out on a shaky breath.

      Reluctantly, he released his grip on her and retrieved his cell phone. He waved the manservant over. “Emmerich, why don’t you help Jane call the police? She’ll need you since she doesn’t speak German.”

      The manservant took the phone with a nod and led Jane back into the main hall.

      His gut churning, Gabriel walked around the body of the poor maid and approached the remaining servants. “Do either of you need anything? I can escort you to the kitchen if you need something to drink.”

      The housekeeper, Agnes, shook her head. “I do not want to leave her alone just now. Someone should be with her until the police arrive to collect her.”

      He nodded. “I understand. Will either of you be in good shape to talk to the police? I don’t want them badgering you or causing you distress.”

      The housekeeper sighed. “It is Berta, the cook, that can answer. She is the one who saw Heidi fall down the stairs.”

      Gabriel focused his attention on the cook. Her face was streaked with tears and her shaking hands repeatedly smoothed down her apron. “Is that true, Berta? You saw what happened?”

      “Berta doesn’t speak much English, so I can translate,” the housekeeper offered before turning to Berta and posing the question in German.

      Berta wiped at her eyes and replied in German, her voice trembling.

      Agnes turned to him and sighed. “Berta was in the great hall on her way to sleep for the night, when she heard a terrible crash followed by a loud cry of pain. She ran to the staircase to investigate and discovered Heidi’s body lying at the foot of the stairs. Berta was in a great deal of shock, so she began to shout for help. I ran to see what was the matter and…”

      “This must be hard for you,” Gabriel said. “You don’t have to go on if it’s too painful to talk about.”

      The housekeeper’s lower lip trembled and she inhaled sharply. “Heidi was young, so she had not worked here as long as the rest of us, but she was a good girl. Hardworking. Followed orders well. She would read to the master of the house when he was on his deathbed. Read and hold his hand. Now she, too, is dead.” Agnes suddenly burst into tears and the two women held on to each other as they cried.

      Their grief was gut-wrenching. Especially because Gabriel knew what the shock of a sudden death was like. There was no accepting it. No getting over it. For years he had tried to make his own peace with it, but there wasn’t any peace to be made.

      This particular shock was so profound even he—practically a stranger—was having a hard time dealing with it. Less than an hour ago Heidi had been serving dinner. Now she was gone.

      The manservant reappeared in the corridor. “We have tried calling the police, but they are unreachable. Cell phone services appear to be down.”

      “Thanks for trying,” Gabriel said, taking the cell phone. “There’s got to be another way to get in touch with them. The castle has a landline, right?”

      “I have already tried calling with the landline,” a booming voice said from what sounded like the top of the stairs.

      Gabriel looked up and found the bespectacled castle solicitor, Otto Kramer, and another castle guest, Timothy O’Brien, slowly walking down the stairs. Timothy crossed himself, seemingly murmuring a prayer as he moved.

      When they got to the bottom of the stairs both men walked carefully around the body, Timothy’s head still bowed in prayer.

      “I tried calling, to no avail,” Otto said as he walked up to Gabriel. The solicitor was large and burly, a rosy-cheeked man in his early sixties with sharp eyes and a larger-than-life personality. Gabriel had liked him instantly when he’d met him the day before, but he also knew that beneath Otto’s easy smile and ruddy cheeks was a man he didn’t want to mess with. “The nearest police station is closed.”

      Gabriel raised an eyebrow. “Closed?”

      “We are, as you Americans say, in the middle of nowhere, Mr. Ross,” Otto said. “It is rare to have an emergency, much less one so late at night. There is only a handful of police officers in the immediate surroundings.”

      “What about emergency services a little farther away?” Gabriel asked. “This might not be their jurisdiction, but they’d have to come to the castle for an emergency.”

      Otto sighed and removed his glasses to wipe the lenses with his jacket. The expression on his face turned so grim that Gabriel was certain he was in for even more bad news. “Would that they could, Mr. Ross. Would that they could. Unfortunately, a news bulletin just announced that a terrible avalanche has struck in the next village due to an approaching snowstorm. Many services have been knocked down as a result.”

      “There’s a blizzard coming?” Gabriel asked.

      Otto nodded. “Yes. That is why the cell phone service and internet are already down.”

      “So we have no way of contacting the outside world?” Gabriel demanded.

      “We still have the landline, but most services in the area will be closed during the storm anyway,” Otto responded. “That means nobody is coming for poor Heidi anytime soon.”

      Gabriel’s eyebrows went up. “You mean we’re stuck here?”

      “That is correct. Nobody can come to the castle and, more importantly, nobody can leave.”
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      Jane stared into the orange flames, trying to force the awful images from her mind. She could hardly believe what had happened. None of it seemed real. A maid had suffered a horrible, untimely death. Already she was going numb from shock and felt as if she was disappearing. Having an out of body experience where she was observing it all from afar.

      The others were filing into the great hall, so she turned away from the fireplace.

      Gabriel approached her, his stride purposeful and sure. Even now he exuded confidence. She didn’t know how that was possible. Not that it mattered. Against her better judgment, she ached for him to comfort her again. Place those large, strong hands on her and banished the worst of her fear. What she’d give for him to touch her again.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “I can’t put it into words.” She shifted her gaze to the grief-stricken servants. Agnes and another servant she didn’t recognize sat down beside each other near the fire. “But whatever I’m feeling pales in comparison to what they’re going through. I only met Heidi once. They knew her.”

      “It’s tough for them,” he said with a nod. “Especially since their former employer recently passed away, too. They have all this uncertainty to deal with in waiting to find out who their next employer will be.”

      “Gosh, I hadn’t even thought of that. This is all so tragic.” She sighed heavily. “Has anyone been able to reach the police?”

      “No. Cell phone service is out and so is the internet.” He leaned closer, the heat of his body rivaling the flames in the fireplace. As he edged nearer she caught the faintest scent of pine and leather. From the elegant way he commanded himself to the very scent of him, it was as if Gabriel belonged here. Was made to be in a place this regal and imposing. “That’s what I came in here to talk to you about. There’s a snowstorm headed our way and there’s no way for the police to get here.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “We’ve got no choice but to sit tight,” he told her.

      Otto Kramer, the husky solicitor she recognized from photos, held up his hands. “Friends, we have a long night ahead of us. A storm is coming, and the police will not be able to reach us for some time.”

      “How long will we have to wait?” an older mustached man Jane hadn’t seen before asked. Unlike most of the others, he didn’t speak with a German accent. Instead he sounded like an upper class Brit, with his clipped tones and plummy accent.

      “Typically after large storms such as this, authorities clear through the snow between three and seven days,” the solicitor responded.

      “Seven days? You mean we might be holed up in here for up to a week?” the mustached man demanded. “That’s bloody medieval, man. Bloody medieval.”

      “To be fair, we are in a medieval castle,” Jane couldn’t help but point out.

      The mustached man looked at her, squinted for a moment, and then laughed loudly. The screeching sound in the hall would have been unnerving in the best of times. But with a body in the next room, the laughter was downright maniacal. Still grinning, the mustached man walked up to her with an outstretched hand. “Timothy O’Brien at your service. You must be the famous Jane Westen. Very droll little joke there. Wonderful to meet you, cousin.”

      Jane blinked in surprise. “What? Cousin? Are you Gabriel’s client?”

      Timothy laughed and took her hand to shake it vigorously. “Certainly not. We’re only cousins by marriage. I was married to Friedrich von Westen’s sister when she was alive, may she rest in peace.”

      “Oh. Uh…it’s great to meet you,” Jane said.

      “We’re still cousins if you think about it. Not to mention if you or Gabriel’s client met with a sticky end, I’d legally have a chance at the castle,” Timothy said, releasing her hand with a laugh and a wink. “Anyway Otto, old chap, if we’re going to be here, what the devil are we to do with the girl’s body? We can’t just leave her lying about,” he said, and made a sign of the cross. “Rest her soul.”

      The solicitor frowned. “I’m not quite sure what we’re supposed to do if emergency services are delayed.”

      “We will have to put her out, Herr Kramer,” the manservant piped up from his place in the shadows.

      “Put her out, old man?” Timothy asked. “What on earth does that mean?”

      “Well we cannot leave her about, as you say,” the manservant said. “Our only alternative then is to place her somewhere. We have no refrigerated storage for a…person. However, the snow seems cold enough to store her.”

      “Are you suggesting we dump Heidi outside in the snow?” Otto demanded gruffly. “That is unthinkable. We cannot shut her out there in the cold all alone.”

      The manservant steepled his bony hands beneath his chin. “Herr Kramer, she is dead. She will feel nothing. No ill effects. Better to preserve the body in the cold snow than to let it…fester inside for a week.”

      “He has a point,” Timothy said. “It would be the right way to handle the body.”

      Otto sighed. “Very well. We shall do that. But we will be respectful, please. Someone must collect blankets to wrap Heidi, and we shall place her out in the snow until the police arrive.”

      Jane suddenly felt sick and she clutched her stomach. There was a roaring in her ears and the voices around her grew distant. Desperate to get away from the morbid conversation, she edged away from the group.

      “You okay?” Gabriel asked, walking up to her.

      “Fine. I just need a second,” she murmured.

      “You should lie down,” he said. “Get some sleep.”

      “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to sleep after all this.” She was bone-weary to the point of sheer exhaustion, but she was certain that nightmares would keep her up all night.

      “You’re going to have to try, Jane,” he said in a firm tone. “We all do.”

      “Maybe. Except… I’ve just thought of something else.”

      “What?”

      Her eyes stung suddenly. “Someone is going to have to notify that poor girl’s family.”
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      “Next of kin. Next of kin.” Gabriel shook his head as he shut the desk drawer. “Sorry, Jane, I still can’t find anything with Heidi’s name on it.”

      “Neither can I,” Otto said as he leafed through the banged-up old notebook in his hand.

      Jane chewed her bottom lip apprehensively. Tracking down the maid’s family was the right thing to do, no matter how painful it was going to be. The problem was that none of the castle staff knew much about her family, and searching through the study for contact details was proving futile. “How is that possible? How can nobody know how to locate her family?”

      Otto started to pace up and down the room as he continued his search through the notebook. “The truth is, many servants in privately owned castles such as this live there for years. The owner becomes their family in a sense. In some cases, the servants never had much family to start with.”

      “What about her cell phone?” Jane asked. “There’s got to be contact details on it.”

      “We have not been able to find her cell phone,” Otto said.

      Jane’s mouth fell open. “What? Seriously?”

      “It is likely somewhere in her room, but since the battery appears to have died calling it has not helped the manservant find it,” Otto explained. “No matter. We shall find it soon enough, and whatever contacts she had will be located. Unfortunately, I suspect we will be no closer to finding her family. Heidi likely had very few people in her life.”

      She could understand coming from a broken family. After all, her father had abandoned her and her mother. What she couldn’t understand was why poor Heidi had to die so young and so horribly. “What if there’s nobody out there to plan her funeral?”

      The solicitor paused. “Then we will plan it. We were her friends. And if it turns out that we were also her family, we will give her the funeral she deserves.”

      That thought comforted her, but only a little. The manservant and the groundskeeper had taken the maid’s body out into the snow half an hour ago, and thinking about it was still so unsettling.

      A small clock on the desk started to chime softly.

      Otto yawned and took off his glasses to rub at his eyes. “Friends, it is now midnight. While I will keep looking for another quarter-hour, I suggest you adjourn for the night. We will resume our search when we’re more alert tomorrow morning.”

      “You’re right,” Gabriel said, heading for the door. “Come on, Jane, I can show you your room.”

      She stood up to cross the room. After saying goodnight to the solicitor, they both left the study and headed out into the dimly lit corridor.

      Jane followed Gabriel, the two of them walking in silence except for the sound of their footsteps on the stone floors. The corridors and stairs seemed to go on forever, and she was soon out of breath.

      “Wow, you sure know your way around the castle,” she said as they walked down a large hall that led to several rooms.

      “I told you, I took the grand tour yesterday,” he reminded her.

      “How do you even know the way to my room?”

      “Because.” He suddenly stopped in front of a large oak door, turned its brass knob, and let the door swing open with an ominous creak. “It’s right across from mine.”

      Jane looked around in amazement as she stepped into her room. It was huge, with a large window on one side of the room and a crackling fireplace on the other. There were still-life paintings of fruits, and tapestries depicting medieval battles on the walls. The furnishings were all obviously antiques, with a four-poster bed, ornately carved wardrobe, dressing table, and a vanity complete with a mirror. There was plush red carpeting that looked as luxurious as velvet on the floor and several gold candelabras on the vanity. Despite the modern lighting and an adjoining bathroom that was probably added more recently, she could tell that the room itself was hundreds of years old.

      As she walked up to the bed she noticed her suitcase had been placed beside it, and her heart squeezed. “The maid cleaned my room.”

      She heard Gabriel walk up to her, his strides so forceful no amount of carpeting could muffle the sound. He paused, and even without turning around she could still feel his presence towering over her. His pine-scented cologne gave away his close proximity. So did the length of the shadow he cast over her. Suddenly she felt his strong hands on her upper arms, and heat burned through all the layers she had on.

      “There’s nothing wrong with what you’re feeling,” he said as he turned her around to face him. “Everything you’re going through right now is normal.”

      How did he seem to have exactly the right words to say to her? If she didn’t know any better, she’d say he had experience with this level of trauma and grief. Her chest tightened at that and she gazed up at him, searching his green eyes for a sign. Any kind of clue that there was more to him than arrogant elegance.

      There were whole words in the depths of his eyes. Whatever untold tactics he’d used to win legal battles. All the women he must have seduced with his potent masculinity. Every vulnerable moment in his life that he never wore on his sleeve for even a moment. Plus the secrets. There were secrets behind those eyes. The same private truths she kept locked away.

      A tremor of fear went through her. What if, in gazing at Gabriel, she was silently giving up her own secrets? Nobody in her life knew who and what she really was. A killer’s daughter. For all she knew, the same bloodlust that ran through her father also ran through her. Long ago, she had gone to therapy and psychiatrists to make sure, but they didn’t know everything. None of them had been able to catch on to her own father’s capacity for manic violence.

      But even if she wasn’t capable of that kind of brutality, she still had appetites of her own. Right now, she craved Gabriel. Ached to feel the sensation of his arrogantly cruel mouth on hers.

      “You think it’s normal to want to kiss you?” she finally blurted out, a heady mix of shame and sensual curiosity spiraling through her.

      He was still holding on to her upper arms, and she felt his grip tighten infinitesimally the moment the question left her mouth. For a split second Jane contemplated taking the words back, but his lips were on hers and her doubts melted away. Though he covered her mouth with his own, he didn’t push further. All he did was groan when their lips met, as if he was desperately waiting for her to make the next move. Restraining himself against what he actually wanted to do to her.

      Eager for more Jane parted her lips, inviting him in with a contended sigh. His tongue swept into her mouth, circling as he explored her. Scorching heat followed, starting where their lips met and ending in her lower belly. She moaned, the wanton sound of her own aching need penetrating her mind’s lust-filled fog.

      She tore her mouth away from his and wrenched out of his grasp. “What are you up to?”

      Suspicion tugged painfully in her stomach. She had been such a fool to fall for his act. From the second he had started being nice to her at dinner to the moment he kissed her, Jane should have been able to spot the warning signs. Gabriel was one of the best lawyers in New York City. He hadn’t built that reputation by playing fair. There were probably scores of women he had seduced and discarded once he got what he wanted. She was just another conquest to him on his way to claiming the castle for his client. He was here for the same reason she was. To find dirt to bolster a legal case over Wintergarten’s rightful heir. He’d stop at nothing to crush his competition. That included making a fool of her or breaking her heart in the process.

      Gabriel frowned, giving her a hard stare. “Jane, if you don’t want to kiss me you can just say so.”
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      “I always win, because I’ll do whatever it takes,” she said. “Remember that?”

      Damn it, he did remember. Because he’d said it just a few hours ago. “Yeah, I said it. So what?”

      “So what? You expect me to trust you after saying something like that?” Her swollen lips curled in disdain, drawing attention to the lush softness of her mouth.

      Gabriel could still feel the heat of her on his mouth. Still taste her. Sweet like honey, dark as red wine. Though they seemed to come from opposite worlds, there was so much more to Jane than met the eye. There were hidden depths to her. Maybe she was as normal as the pretty receptionist who answered phones at some run-down motel, but he doubted it. For one thing, she stood to inherit the whole castle if he wasn’t careful. She had a lineage that his parents’ snobbish social circle would kill to have. Jane’s ancestors were German nobles, for crying out loud. Which was why, even though she stumbled over the finer social graces, she was still as fierce as a warrior and as deft as a politician when it came to defending her claim to the castle. There were knights and grand duchesses in her family tree, and he was starting to see that he would be an idiot to underestimate her.

      “Jane, a young woman just died. Do you really think under those circumstances that I’d be that heartless?” he demanded.

      “This can’t be the first time you’ve tried to seduce someone to get what you want,” she said, crossing her arms.

      “It’s not a habit, but on rare occasions, yes, I have seduced my opponents to get ahead. I seduce opposing lawyers, who are just as invested in seducing me I might add. I don’t go around bedding every woman I come in contact with just to win cases.”

      “I’m basically representing myself,” she pointed out. “I can’t afford a lawyer, so I’m all I’ve got. I’ve been reading everything I can about German law, calling up the German embassy, getting translations, going to the library. All of it. I’m your opposing counsel, Gabriel, which basically makes me your number one target.”

      Frustration mounted. There was no getting through to her tonight. His jaw clenched. A real pity, because he had enjoyed kissing her. More than enjoyed it. There weren’t a lot of kisses that would burn into his memory the way kissing Jane undoubtedly would. She had been all sweetness and hunger. Insatiable desire wrapped up in one curvy, delectable little package.

      He held up his hands. Gabriel had never overstayed his welcome with a woman, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to start now. He’d deal with his raging hard-on in his own damn time. “Sleep well, Jane.”

      She lifted her chin, casting him a withering gaze. “Goodnight, Gabriel.”

      Without another word, he ducked out of her bedroom and headed into his. The only way to deal with his throbbing erection was to try to sleep it off, so he undressed and got into bed. Despite the wintery weather outside, he was feverish with lust. It took forever for him to fall asleep, and when he did his dreams were filled with Jane. His brain replayed that bone-melting kiss all night long, and only waking up to weak sunlight streaming in through the window saved him from the torment of not being able to have her.

      He got out of bed, took an ice-cold shower to calm down, and started getting dressed. If he had told Jane the real reason he had kissed her, maybe she wouldn’t have thrown him out. She might even have invited him to stay the night. But he didn’t need a pity lay. If he was going to have her, he wanted Jane to be driven mad by desire the same way he was whenever she was near. Besides, the truth was too painful to share without ruining an amorous mood anyway. The hurt of reliving it would have been unbearable in the aftermath of the poor maid’s horrible death.

      As he buttoned up his shirt he tried not to dwell on the past, but it was no use. Last night’s terrible events seemed to bring his memories flooding back now.

      Gabriel was his parents’ second son. The spare to the heir that was his older brother, Jay. From birth his parents had put Jay on track to go to an Ivy League university and then on to an illustrious legal career. As the eldest son, Jay had been destined for greatness. Gabriel had been destined to stand in his brother’s shadow. Which had been fine by Gabriel as a kid. He hadn’t wanted the spotlight. If anything, he was happy for Jay. His older brother had been his best friend growing up, and they had been inseparable. Instead of the spotlight, what Gabriel had actually wanted was his parents to pay attention to him. To at least notice that their eldest son wasn’t actually an only child.

      Then it had happened. Gabriel had gotten his wish in the most harrowing way imaginable. Like they had every summer as children, Jay and Gabriel had gone to their grandfather’s home on Long Island Sound. They had both gone out on a boat together but nearly got caught in a flash storm. In their bid to escape the rough waters they had turned back. But they hadn’t been able to outrun the storm, and with poor visibility they had crashed onto some rocks.

      Jay hit his head, and even though Gabriel knew in his heart that his brother was dead he’d held on to his lifeless body. Refusing to let go even when help had arrived and the rescuers had tried to pry him off.

      His parents did not take Jay’s death well. No parents would, but they took it especially hard. Plus, they took it out on Gabriel. They blamed him for Jay’s death. Told him he hadn’t done enough to save his brother. The worst of it had been at his brother’s funeral when his father had lost it and said right to Gabriel’s face that the wrong son had died.

      Gabriel had been twelve years old.

      After Jay’s death there came some sort of unspoken decision. Gabriel would take on the dreams his parents had wanted for their eldest son. So, with so much expectation hanging over him, Gabriel had gone to Harvard, joined the best law firm in New York, and was on track to make partner at the age of thirty. All of it done to appease his brokenhearted parents. Or maybe to appease his own guilt at losing his best friend in the world.

      He put on his jacket and sighed. Nope. No way he could have told Jane any of it. No way he could tell her that his own overwhelming grief had pushed him to seek a light in the darkness. To find her.

      Before Gabriel could blame himself the way he always did, the sound of a woman screaming penetrated the early-morning silence.

      His blood ran cold. Jane. That must have been her screaming like that. Without hesitating, Gabriel rushed to the door and stepped out into the hallway.

      Agnes the housekeeper was running up the hall, screaming at the top of her lungs.

      “Agnes, what’s happened?” he asked. “Are you all right?”

      Her response was to hold up her arms and scream.

      Gabriel’s insides churned as he glimpsed the horror. Agnes’ hands were drenched in blood.
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      Jane nearly dropped her hairbrush as a scream pierced the air. Her heart started to pound and she crept slowly towards the door.

      When she reached for the doorknob, another scream sounded. This time it was closer. Like whoever was screaming was standing right outside her door. She heard footsteps and then a man’s voice. Gabriel’s voice.

      Even though her instincts were begging her to stay sheltered in her room, Jane couldn’t leave him to whatever was going on outside. She had to help, even if he had tried to seduce her for his own benefit.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned the knob and opened the door a crack to peer out.

      Gabriel was standing outside, trying to talk to a screaming Agnes.

      Jane’s heart nearly froze when she saw the blood on the housekeeper’s hands. “Oh my goodness! Agnes, are you hurt?”

      The housekeeper spun around and looked at her with wild eyes. Then she lifted her hand and pointed to the open door at the end of the hall. “Herr Kramer…”

      “Wait, Otto is the one who’s hurt?” Jane asked as she walked out into the hall.

      “That’s Otto’s room.” Gabriel looked down the hall. “You stay back, Agnes. I’ll go check it out.”

      “I’m going with you,” Jane offered.

      He glanced her way, concern in his eyes as he lifted a protective arm. “Fine. Just get behind me.”

      She did as she was told, walking behind him as they made their way to the door down the hall. When she saw what had distressed Agnes, she nearly passed out from the shock. Lying on the bed was Otto, his unseeing eyes staring up at the ceiling. He was shirtless, a blanket covering him up to the waist. A dagger had been plunged hilt-deep into his heart, blood pooling across his chest.

      “Fuck.” Gabriel turned to her. “We have get help.”

      Jane fought the urge to scream as tears stung the back of her eyes. “I don’t think anyone can help him now.”

      Timothy, the Brit with the unfortunate laugh, appeared in the doorway. “So it is true. Otto is dead.” He rushed back out of the room, shouting for help.

      Jane stumbled out of the room, too horrified to stay in Otto’s room a moment longer. The manservant and the groundskeeper arrived as she edged away, both men rushing past her into Otto’s room.

      “We must secure the castle,” the manservant said loudly. “Everyone to your rooms. Immediately. We must find who did this before they escape.”

      Gabriel walked up to her and ushered her away from Otto’s room. “Take a deep breath, Jane,” he instructed as he walked with her.

      She could barely register what he was saying, but somehow she managed to stumble back to her bedroom door. But before she could open the door, Gabriel seized her hand and pulled her into his room.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded, despite already feeling more secure with his large hand over hers.

      “Safety in numbers,” he responded. “We double our odds of surviving if we stick together.”

      She motioned to the door. “Shouldn’t we get to the others, then?”

      Gabriel let go of her hand to pick up a large key from a nearby desk. When he got to the door, he locked it with a click and turned back to her. “We can’t trust any of them.”

      Fear gripped her so tightly then that she didn’t want to accept his words. Even though deep down she knew what he meant, Jane couldn’t believe it. “What are you talking about? They’re in the same boat we are.”

      He shook his head, steely resolve in his green eyes. “One of them killed the solicitor and the maid.”

      “The maid?” she asked in shock.

      “You can’t still think that was an accident. Somebody in this castle killed Otto. And Heidi.”

      “No. That can’t be right. It must be somebody else.”

      “Who else, Jane?”

      Her throat tightened and suddenly it was a struggle to breathe. “Somebody hiding in the castle maybe. Someone we don’t know.”

      “Either way, we’re safer locked inside this room.”

      He turned from the door, moving past her to head back over to the desk. Though his strides were quick, time slowed to a stop when she felt the heat of him caress her skin. Their bodies almost pressed together as he maneuvered through the room, his chest brushing against hers. The hardness of his body against her quieted the fear. Replaced it with an unexpected desire. Without thinking, she placed her hand on his forearm. “How long will we have to stay here? I don’t think I can stand to stay cooped up in here for long without going crazy.”

      Gabriel reached up to push back a stray lock of hair from her face. Then he cupped her face with this rough hand, caressing her cheek with his thumb. “I can think of a few ways to pass the time.”

      Her heart started to pound even harder, because she knew what he was suggesting was exactly what she wanted. Though this was the most terrifying moment of her life, her raw need for him was so intense the danger seemed to pale in comparison to the pent-up lust coursing through her blood like wildfire. There was something wrong with her. Some screwed up genetic desire for self-destruction she had unwittingly inherited from her father. Maybe murder had turned her on all this time, and she hadn’t realized until the bodies had started to pile up. Yet no matter how wrong it was to want Gabriel, especially now, she had never craved any man as much as she craved him. All the death out there might have turned her on, but only Gabriel could arouse her beyond reason the way he did now.

      “That won’t solve anything,” she said, more to convince herself to step away from this dangerous path than anything else.

      He leaned closer, brought his mouth against her ear, and whispered roughly, “That wasn’t what I was offering.”

      “Gabriel…”

      “I can give you a good time before this all goes to hell. You won’t even have to trust me.”

      Tired of talking, she pressed her open mouth to his. What followed was a hungry dueling of tongues and teeth. This wasn’t an exploration like their first kiss. Instead, this was so much more carnal. Possessive on his end as he splayed his hands on the small of her back to draw her to him. With their bodies so close together, she felt the telltale bulge of his desire. She let her teeth graze his lower lip, eliciting a satisfied groan that was almost a growl. In response he ravaged her with his tongue, his lips crushing hers. His tongue collided with hers as he deepened the punishing kiss. Gabriel’s insistent mouth on hers was like a brand. A claim that burned her right through.

      When she finally came up for air, Jane was too dazed to think. Thinking would only remind her of whoever it was that was hunting them. All she wanted to do now was feel. To give in to her most primal urges.

      Breathing heavily, she reached for the hem of her cardigan and paused when she caught a glimpse of herself in a mirror. She was nervous about revealing her body to him. Strange to still be capable of anxiety that had nothing to do with the killer roaming the castle. But Jane was anxious. She knew that he was in good shape because, even when he was in his expensive suits, she had always been able to see the faint definition of his firm muscles. Meanwhile, she had a pretty regular body that actually jiggled and moved.

      Throwing caution to the wind, she peeled off her cardigan. And then, before she let her insecurities talk her out of it, she quickly unhooked her bra, letting it slide away from her.

      She quivered when she met his ravenous gaze. His eyes roamed her body with such blatant desire that it felt like a caress on her exposed skin. First, she watched his gaze slide across her bare flesh. Then saw him stare at her peaked nipples.

      “You are gorgeous, you know that?” His voice was tight with the same raw need that burned behind his eyes. “It’s too bad you hide that perfect body under so many clothes.”

      “You want me to walk around naked in the wintertime?” she asked with a sardonic laugh.

      “Can you blame me for wishing you would?”

      Gabriel pulled her to him again, his fingertips hot against her waist. He lifted his hand to cup her breast and then, seemingly desperate to explore her, he dragged his thumb across her nipple. His touch sent sparks of pleasure shooting through her and she tossed her head back with a moan.

      Desire pooled between her legs, making her so hot and bothered she was already practically melting.

      When he lowered his mouth to her nipple, she almost came apart. She moaned, more heat spiraling through her as he swirled his tongue against her flesh.

      Without warning, Gabriel started to kiss a hot trail down her breast, then lower still across the plane of her stomach. Then he was on his knees in front of her, his wondrous mouth against her skin while he unbuttoned and then unzipped her jeans. With sure hands, he slid her jeans off and she stepped out of them, her legs shaking. Next, he found the waistband of her panties and started to slide the fabric down.

      “Hold on.” With her panties still around her ankles, Jane stopped for a second to look down at him meaningfully. “We don’t have protection.”

      He moved to the antique nightstand by the bed. Quickly, the opened the top drawer and retrieved a condom. “I do.”

      Jane’s eyes widened. “You brought condoms halfway around the world with you? Why? Did you think you were going to be getting it on during your working vacation?”

      “If you want to stop, just say the word and we can go back to our respective corners,” he said.

      “I don’t want to stop,” she said, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt inside.

      “Good. Because we’re both adults, right? I’m a single man, so I’m always prepared.” He paused. “Pretty sure you’re single, too, even though you’ve never actually said—”

      She gasped, cutting him off. “Of course I’m single. You think I’d get naked in front of you if I wasn’t?”

      “I wouldn’t mess around, either, but I’ve got to make sure, Jane,” he said firmly. “I’m not the only one here who might have ulterior motives.”

      “My only motive right now is to screw the fear away.”

      Shock flashed in his eyes and then he gave her a lazy smile. “I never know what you’re going to say next.”

      She paused to discard her panties and got on the bed, peering up at him through her lashes. “We’ve talked enough, don’t you think?”

      Keeping his eyes glued to hers Gabriel took off his shirt, then stripped off his pants, exposing more of his muscular physique to her. All he had on now were black boxer briefs, leaving almost nothing to her imagination now.

      Damn, his body was even more perfect than she’d anticipated. Wide shoulders she knew she would barely get her arms around. Sculpted abs she ached to explore. Firm, muscular calves. There was no way his body got like that naturally. Only exercise accounted for a man being that toned. Which meant he was just as dedicated to staying in shape as he was everything else.

      He caught her staring and flashed her a cocky grin before sauntering over to her. “You want to do the honors, or should I?”

      Jane’s cheeks burned at that. Obviously, he was trying to figure out how badly she wanted to get him out of those boxer briefs. As desperate as she was for that, she wasn’t going to let on. “You know you’re dying to show me, so show me already,” she said in a casual tone that hid her burning need to see the rest of him.

      Without hesitating for a second, he pulled off his boxer briefs.

      Her eyes went wide. No wonder he was so arrogant. Gabriel was huge. From the base of his erection to the engorged tip, he was thick and perfect. So mouthwatering that she forgot how to think clearly.

      When he sheathed himself with the condom she exhaled sharply, licking her lips as she watched.

      Tired of waiting, Jane grabbed his hand and yanked him onto the king-sized bed with her.

      Gabriel grinned. “Is this what you want, Jane?”

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Now get over here.”

      He positioned himself between her thighs, the length of his hard body weighing down on hers. The weight of him was crushing, but oh so welcome. Being underneath a man of his size made her feel feminine and perfectly wanton. There was something slightly dangerous about surrendering herself to him that made her feel alive. Because this was a danger she was determined to control and then enjoy. Not like the danger that lurked outside the door. The danger of a dagger pressed into a still-beating heart. The image of the blood filled her mind, and her pulse quickened as she remembered it. With Gabriel here, even the threat outside was becoming a dark, taboo sort of thrill she didn’t dare admit to herself.

      As he entered her with a savage groan, she felt her senses awaken. The heat of his body set her aflame. That piney masculine scent that was distinctly his and his alone brought to mind the forest that surrounded the castle. His breaths came out ragged with desire.

      She arched her back with an abandon that shocked her. Her body’s response to his was pure instinct. A primal reaction she didn’t want to control. She let out a loud moan.

      Gabriel thrust into her wetness, pushing himself until he filled her with a pleasure that swept her away. He moved against her, thrusting rhythmically, his pace leisurely and sure. Pure bliss. But it wasn’t enough for her. Not now.

      “Harder,” she begged. She suspected that Gabriel was choosing restraint. Letting her lead after she had turned him away last night. But she didn’t want something tender. What she wanted was rough and angry and animalistic. Eager to drive that message home she sank her nails into his back, and he groaned loudly.

      He paused his movements to stare at her. There was a storm brewing in the depths of those green eyes, turning his gaze animalistic. Like a predator waiting for its prey to give in. “You want it hard?”

      “Yes.”

      Gabriel flashed her a wicked, wolfish grin. “Why? Still pissed at me?”

      She wrapped her legs around his waist, securing him in place against her. There was something very obscene about holding a conversation with him while he was still inside her. Not that she was going to complain. It was in the top three best conversations she’d ever had, even if she flat out refused to ever trust him.

      “I’ll show you pissed.” Jane reached up and laced her fingers through his silky dark hair, yanking his head back so they were forced to keep looking at each other. “I gave you an order, Gabriel. Harder.”

      He laughed, lowered his hand to seize her waist, and drove into her. Thrust until he was so deep inside her that pleasure was all she knew. The pace was brutal. Hard, powerful strokes that sent pleasure coursing through every part of her body.

      As much as she knew that sleeping with her rival was a mistake, she couldn’t deny the pleasure surging through her body. He was good at this. Masterful. All that restraint was gone, replaced by a merciless plundering that made her cry out in ecstasy.

      Jane lifted her arms, her hands shooting out to grab hold of the headboard as it banged against the wall.

      She clenched around him, eliciting a loud, guttural groan from Gabriel. Again, his thrusting stopped. And as she looked up at his face, she saw the pleasure overtaking him in real time. His eyes darkened with an unbridled lust that shocked and thrilled her. Gabriel’s jaw tightened and his nostrils flared. The entirety of his hard, muscular body stiffened as he went tense from the same pleasure that was crashing through her.

      “Damn, that feels good,” he growled through gritted teeth. He reached out to fist her hair in his hand and she lifted her hips, a silent plea for him not to stop the sweet torment he had sent through her body.

      Eagerly he started to thrust into her again, his body commanding hers to the height of bliss.

      His body seemed to demand more as he rocked into her, pushing her beyond pleasure to an ecstasy she hadn’t known was possible. She felt him start to spasm inside her and her climax tore through her, pushing her over the edge. Her body convulsed under the force of her orgasm and all she saw were stars.

      Gabriel groaned loudly, signaling his own release before he crashed on top of her in exhaustion.
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      Gabriel awoke to the sound of an insistent knock on the door. He rolled away from Jane and quietly pulled the blanket over her naked form. She was sleeping so soundly the knocking hadn’t roused her. Damn, she was beautiful with her cheeks still flushed pink and her coppery hair fanning around her.

      The knock came again, and he tensed at the thought of who might be on the other side of that door.

      Resisting the urge to press a kiss to her forehead, he got out of bed to put on his boxer briefs. On his way to the door, he grabbed the iron poker by the fireplace in case he needed a weapon. He opened the door a crack and looked out, to find the manservant staring back at him.

      He heaved out a relieved breath. “What’s going on?”

      “The groundskeeper and I managed to secure every entrance of the castle before it started snowing heavily,” the manservant answered.

      “So the snowstorm has started,” Gabriel murmured.

      “Indeed it has. However, no trace of the culprit has been found.”

      Gabriel paused, unsure of how to explain that the killer was likely someone they knew. No stranger had infiltrated the castle grounds during a blizzard. The problem was that Gabriel couldn’t be certain he wasn’t speaking to the killer right now. His grip on the iron poker tightened.

      “Is everyone safe otherwise?” Gabriel finally asked.

      “I have not been able to locate Fraulein Westen,” the manservant responded.

      Damn it. He’d wanted to be discreet about sleeping with Jane, but he didn’t have a choice right now. “She’s with me,” he said in a low tone.

      The manservant’s eyebrow lifted momentarily before his gaunt face returned to its usually unreadable expression. “Then everyone is safe. For now.” A sudden show of teeth, which could only be described as a hideous grin.

      An icy dread settled on his shoulders at those ominous words. “Have the police been alerted?”

      “Since cell phone service is still down, our groundskeeper is calling the authorities as we speak. Unfortunately, there is still the matter of Herr Kramer’s corpse. We cannot leave him to rot in his bedchamber.”

      Gabriel didn’t quite know how to respond to that. The solicitor’s condition had been gruesome. One of the most disturbing things Gabriel had ever seen in his life. Which was saying something, considering he’d witnessed his own brother’s death. But this had been far more grisly. The blade handle protruding from Otto’s chest and the coagulated blood was a sight he would never forget.

      Mind-blowing sex with Jane had been the only way to alleviate the worst of the horror. The fact that she had been up for it had shocked the hell out of him. Maybe her soul was just as black as his was. Childhood trauma had a way of breaking people badly enough that the fragments never quite fit back the way they had before.

      “No, we can’t,” Gabriel said.

      “We will have to deal with the body as we did with Heidi’s” the manservant said. “I’ll need your help to do that.”

      His chest tightened painfully. “My help?”

      “Yes. You’re strong. I need your strength to transport the body downstairs.”

      Gabriel struggled to breathe. He’d rather face the killer head on than deal with this. Clinging to his brother’s lifeless body after he died had been the most harrowing hours of his life. Now there was another dead body to reckon with, and just thinking about it made bitter bile rise in his throat.

      “Fine. It’s the least we can do for Otto,” he forced out. “But I won’t leave Jane here alone. So she’ll need to either come with us or stay with the others in a secure room.”

      “The groundskeeper is already in the parlor,” the manservant said. “She will be safe there. Afterwards, we can all convene in the parlor to determine our next plan of action.”

      “Got it. I’ll meet you in ten.”

      Gabriel shut the door and moved back to the bed, pressing a kiss to her forehead to gently wake her.

      Her brown eyes opened and she gave him a sleepy smile. “Hey, you. How long was I asleep?”

      “A couple of hours,” he told her. “Jane…I have to help handle Otto.”

      Jane’s smile vanished instantly, as if she had suddenly remembered the circumstances that had brought them together in his bed. “Oh, no. Poor Otto.” She shut her eyes for a moment. When they opened again, they were shining.

      “I want you to wait for me with the groundskeeper while I take care of this.”

      “Okay.”

      He handed over her discarded clothes and then headed to the bathroom to change.

      When they were both back in their clothes, he gave her the iron poker. “Use this if there’s any trouble.”

      She swallowed hard and then nodded. “I will. Thanks.”

      He led her out of his room, meeting up with the manservant and the groundskeeper in the hall outside.

      “Come, we wait in the parlor,” the groundskeeper said to her.

      “All right.” She paused to look at Gabriel for a lingering moment, her huge brown eyes imploring. “Please be careful.”

      “I will.” He watched as the groundskeeper guided her to one of the rooms further down the hall, not tearing his gaze away until the door was firmly shut.

      He turned to follow after the manservant, the sound of the howling wind seeming to fill the whole castle.

      When he stepped into Otto’s room, he found that this time the body was covered. A blanket had been draped over it. “Won’t we be disturbing a crime scene if we move him?”

      “The knife is still in his chest. We did not remove it,” the manservant answered. “I placed a plastic bag over the handle to preserve the fingerprints if there are any.”

      “Probably the best decision, considering the situation.” Gabriel moved over to the foot of the bed. There were still blood stains on the surrounding sheets.

      “Shall we begin?”

      “Yeah. I’ll take his legs.” Gabriel grabbed hold of Otto’s ankles, resisting the urge to step away from the body.

      “We can place his body on the rug and then lift the rug,” the manservant said. “That will make the task easier for us.”

      The manservant hooked his arms up around Otto’s armpits and together they heaved the body off the bed. Even after years of near-daily workouts, Gabriel staggered under the lifeless weight. Whoever had managed to kill Otto had to have been both clever and stealthy to do it. The average sized man would have lost in a one on one fight with a man of Otto’s strength and stature.

      They placed the body on the floor and then each of them grabbed two corners of the rug. Holding on tightly they carried the body out of the room, moving it through the hall and then downstairs to the ground floor.

      Gabriel followed the manservant’s lead, exiting the castle through one of the obscure side entrances beneath the grand staircase where poor Heidi had met her own end.

      The moment the door leading outside opened an icy gust of wind tore through the entrance, bringing snow with it. Against the cold blast, they walked out onto the snow to the top of a small slope where Heidi’s body lay beneath a woolen blanket. Though the snow was coming down hard, at least the bodies would be safer at the top of the slope where they were less likely to be buried under so much snow. Still, there was something somber about the howling wind and two bodies dwarfed by a world made of pure white snow.

      With a final grunt, Gabriel helped set Otto’s body down beside Heidi’s and then turned to follow the manservant back inside the castle.

      Silently, they headed back upstairs and walked into the parlor. There was a palpable air of gloom over the place.

      Jane was sitting in front of the fire, holding tightly to the iron poker he’d given her. Timothy sat across from Jane, a haunted look on his face. Meanwhile, the groundskeeper and Agnes the housekeeper were whispering in a corner away from the others.

      The manservant cleared his throat and motioned for Agnes and the groundskeeper to come closer.

      “I contacted the police with the landline telephone,” the groundskeeper said as he approached them. “It is the storm that keeps them away. They cannot send out even a helicopter to help us because it is too dangerous for them to fly through such wind. So they can only arrive when the storm is finished. But they have agreed to notify Otto’s family for us.”

      “So we’re stuck here with whoever did this,” Gabriel said, unease rippling through him. “Did the cops at least give any advice on what to do until they can get here?”

      “They said we are to arm ourselves,” the groundskeeper responded.

      “Arm ourselves with what?” Gabriel demanded.

      “We have these.” The manservant edged closer to the fireplace and retrieved a pair of rifles from over the mantel. “Unfortunately we have very little ammunition, so we must use these guns wisely.”

      Gabriel took one of the rifles from the manservant. There was no way in hell he was going to wait to draw straws over who was getting a weapon. If he was going to get Jane and the rest of the women out of this alive, he wasn’t going to rely on anybody but himself. “How much ammo are we talking here, Mr. Ernst?”

      The manservant’s lips thinned, giving his already-gaunt face an almost skeletal appearance. Looking at Emmerich was like staring at a skull with eyes. “You will have three shots.”

      “Then I guess I’ll have to make them count,” Gabriel muttered as he took a seat beside Jane.

      The manservant paused to glance at the assembled guests. “Now that you are here, I can tell you that Herr Kramer’s body has been taken outside.”

      Timothy crossed himself, murmuring a prayer. “What a terrible end for the poor old chap.”

      “I can’t even imagine how scared he must have been,” Jane said softly.

      “I don’t think he suffered.” Gabriel told her, laying the rifle across his lap. “It was probably over before he even knew what happened. My guess is he was asleep, so he didn’t feel any pain.”

      She gave him a sad smile that sent agony through him. “I suppose that’s one relief.”

      “There’s no relief as long as there’s a madman out there,” Timothy cut in, his tone desperate. “He won’t stop at one knifing. Mark my words, he’ll try again.”

      “But why is he doing this?” Jane asked. “What motive could he possibly have?”

      “As I said already. Madness.” Timothy tapped his temple for emphasis. “Can’t make any rhyme or reason from a lunatic’s actions. No doubt he’s lying in wait for the next chance to strike.”

      Gabriel looked to Timothy, giving the older man a meaningful stare. “What makes you so sure the killer is outside this room?”

      Timothy sputtered, his eyes nearly bugging out of his head. “You think one of us did this?”

      “It makes the most sense,” Gabriel said evenly.

      Timothy’s face reddened. “It most certainly does not. Why in the world would one of us harm Otto?”

      “Heidi and Otto,” Gabriel corrected. “You don’t actually think the solicitor was the first victim, do you?”

      “Are you saying that the maid was also murdered?” Timothy choked out.

      “Yeah. I am,” Gabriel said.

      “Then it can’t be one of us,” Timothy insisted. “Nobody in this room is mad.”

      “Both murders appear to be very well executed,” the manservant said slowly. “Therefore, the culprit is clearly sane.”

      “I don’t appreciate the pun, Emmerich.” Timothy glared at the manservant. “In any case, mad people can make plans.”

      “I’m with Mr. Ernst,” Gabriel said. “I think the killer had a motive beyond insanity.”

      “What motive? Why kill Heidi and Otto?” Timothy asked. “Otto is an important man, so it’s possible he had enemies. But who would have reason to kill some insignificant maid?”

      “No one is insignificant,” Jane snapped.

      Timothy chuckled nervously and tugged at his collar. “Come now, Cousin, I meant no offense—”

      “It’s people like you that make my job hell,” she said sharply. “I’m the receptionist that nobody sees. Or thanks for any of the work that I do. So, if I’m next on this killer’s list, will I be in the insignificant column to you, Timothy?”

      “Of course not,” Timothy said. “You’re the most important one here. You are the heir to Wintergarten.”

      “Which makes these killings all the more baffling and peculiar,” the manservant pointed out. “The most logical motive is the castle itself. With that motive in mind, as one of the next in line to inherit, Fraulein Westen is the most likely candidate for a murder.”

      The color drained from Jane’s face. “Gee, thanks.”

      “I tell you, the killer can’t be one of us,” Timothy said. “It must be someone else. Someone lurking about in the shadows somewhere in the castle.”

      “Unless you are the killer, Timothy, and you want to place the blame somewhere else,” Gabriel said darkly.

      Timothy shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “Me? What reason could I have to harm them?”

      “Maybe Otto knew something about you that the rest of us don’t,” Gabriel said.

      “What nonsense. I’m an open book,” the older man said with a scoff. “I’ve nothing to hide.”

      “I don’t think Timothy did this,” Jane said.

      “Thank you, Cousin,” Timothy said, giving her a smile.

      “He’s too old and frail to have pulled any of this off,” Jane said dryly.

      Timothy scowled in response.

      “Too true,” the manservant agreed. “This is the crime of a younger, fitter man. It would have taken true power to push Heidi down those stairs and to then kill a man of Herr Kramer’s strength.”

      “Not necessarily,” Gabriel said. “Otto was probably killed in his sleep. Wouldn’t need superhuman strength to stab a guy in his sleep. As for Heidi, we can’t really say for sure that she was pushed. For all we know, she was poisoned earlier and happened to fall down the stairs when it took effect.”

      “More outlandish accusations,” Timothy said. “Do you have evidence for this nonsense? No, you don’t. Perhaps you are the real killer, Gabriel. After all, you’re young and virile enough to have struck them both down.”

      Jane’s breath hitched audibly and Gabriel glanced her way. A blush crept up her cheeks, staining them pink, and she averted her gaze to look into the fire. Was all that talk about strength and virility making her think back to their lovemaking? Or was she starting to suspect the Gabriel was some sort of psychopathic killer?

      “Guess that means you shouldn’t try to cross me,” Gabriel warned.

      Timothy’s eyes widened. “How dare—”

      “Gentlemen, set aside your differences,” the manservant urged. “We must all come together if we are to stay safe.”

      “All… wait a moment.” Agnes glanced around the room frantically. “We’re not all here. Berta. Berta the cook’s not here.”
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      “We cannot find her anywhere,” Agnes said as she rushed back into the parlor, the groundskeeper trailing behind her. “We’ve searched in all the usual places. Berta is not in the kitchen or her room. And she is not in the main part of the castle.”

      Jane felt her worry turn into outright fear. Her chest tightened as she considered what might have happened to the cook. With the blizzard raging outside, the cook couldn’t have fled the castle. “We have to do a more thorough search, then.”

      “What are you saying, Cousin?” Timothy demanded.

      “I’m saying that two people going to search a few rooms won’t be enough. Not with a murderer in the castle,” Jane said desperately. “Berta might have been hurt. Or worse.”

      “Well, at least you’re not foolish enough to accuse the poor woman of being the killer herself,” Timothy grumbled, his eyes narrowing on Gabriel.

      “Berta would not even harm a fly.” Agnes burst into tears.

      The groundskeeper patted her shoulder awkwardly and started speaking what sounded like comforting words to her in German.

      Jane’s heart squeezed painfully. She didn’t know which was worse. The fear of being next on the killer’s list, or the grief of watching helplessly as innocent people disappeared. “Does anyone remember the last time they saw Berta?”

      “She helped me to wash my hands after…after I found Herr Kramer in his bed,” Agnes said between sobs. “Then she said she would make breakfast for us and sent me back upstairs. It was only after being in the parlor for some time that I realized she had not come to alert us that breakfast was ready. Oh, we must find her before it is too late.”

      “You’re right. We have to search for her,” Jane said, nodding in agreement.

      “Are you mad?” Timothy asked, his voice a high-pitched whine. “We can’t go running about this dark, old castle with a killer on the loose. Poor Marta’s on her bloody own.”

      “It’s Berta.” Jane couldn’t believe how cowardly and cruel the man was being. “If you were the one missing, you’d want us to look for you.”

      “That’s different. I’m not a bloody servant,” Timothy said indignantly. “Besides, I was married to von Westen’s sister. I’m one of the family. These servants should be taking orders from us, Cousin, not giving them.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Jane asked in disgust. “How can you say that?”

      “Servants are to serve,” Timothy retorted. “Berta served her purpose. I say we go down to the kitchen and eat the meal she worked so hard to make for us. Then we come back upstairs and barricade ourselves in the parlor until help arrives. What do you say, Gabriel? Makes sense doesn’t it?”

      “I say any man who leaves a woman to fend for herself isn’t much of a man at all,” Gabriel said, getting to his feet. “Agnes and Jane are right.”

      Jane looked up at Gabriel in amazement. His reaction was totally unexpected. From the way he typically acted, she had been sure that he was cocky and selfish. Out for himself at the expense of others. Right now, though, she was witnessing a side of him she had never seen before. Never even thought was possible. How on earth had Gabriel Ross come out of this nightmare looking like the brave, selfless leader of the group?

      Seeing Gabriel in this new light just complicated her feelings for him. When the accusations had started flying around earlier she had, for the briefest moment, wondered if she could really trust him. What if he had been right and the killer was in this very room? That made Gabriel a suspect as much as anyone else. That brief moment of suspicion had given her pause. If he was dangerous, going to bed with him would eventually prove to be a huge mistake. But she had to trust her initial instincts, which were telling her that the killer was somebody outside the parlor. Somebody who wasn’t yet known to them.

      “Who do you think you are to talk to me like that? I’m practically a von Westen,” Timothy said haughtily, dragging her from her thoughts. “You’re just a jumped-up errand boy.”

      “You want to eat the food that woman made, but you don’t want to save her. I’d rather be an errand boy than a coward, Tim.” Gabriel stalked over to the door, rifle in hand.

      His words fueled her resolve, and with her legs shaking at the prospect of searching the darkest corners of the castle Jane got to her feet and followed after him. “We should split up.”

      Gabriel turned to look at her, his gaze unwavering. “What are the odds of you hanging back and letting me handle this?”

      “You’re the one who said we can’t stand by and let a woman fend for herself,” she returned.

      “When I said that, I meant that the men should handle this,” he said.

      “Oh, go to hell with that,” she said sharply. “I’m not sitting on my ass while I can do something.”

      “I’m serious, Jane. This is dangerous.”

      “You’re not the boss of me just because we slept together,” she said, lowering her voice as she glared at him.

      His jaw clenched and it took him a second to reply. “You’re not leaving my sight.”

      The growly way he spoke made her go weak at the knees. Gabriel turning all strong and protective was an incredible surprise, though she refused to let on. “Then we can search together.”

      “That is an excellent idea,” the manservant cut in. “We can split into groups of two and search.”

      “You have all gone mad,” Timothy thundered. “I’m not going on this search.”

      “Then you can stay here in the parlor,” Jane said. “Alone.”

      Timothy’s face went pale. “Alone? No, surely not. I shall go in search with Emmerich. He has a gun, after all.”

      “If we need more weapons, why don’t we use some of the ones hanging on the wall downstairs?” Jane suggested.

      “I say that’s a capital idea,” Timothy said.

      “For once I agree with Tim,” Gabriel said. “Good idea, Jane.”

      For some reason, though she hadn’t been seeking Gabriel’s approval, the minor compliment still made Jane blush.

      “Since neither of you is as familiar with the castle as we are, I suggest you and Fraulein Westen search the lower levels,” the manservant said.

      “Lower levels?” Jane asked. “You mean, like, the basement?”

      “I mean the von Westen family crypt,” the manservant responded blandly.

      A chill rushed down her spine. “The what?”

      “Ha! Not so brave now, are we?” Timothy asked in a mocking tone. “You two fools are going down into the catacombs.”

      “Splitting up was your idea,” the manservant reminded her. “Would you like to change your mind and remain here?”

      Absolute terror gripped her and a loud voice inside her head begged her to run away from this task. Screamed at her to see reason. But she remembered how overcome with grief Berta had been the night before over losing her friend, and she knew that she couldn’t stand by and do nothing. If they were going to survive this, they needed to work together. That meant Jane had to do her part. Even if it was absolutely horrifying.

      She lifted her chin and looked right at the manservant. “No. I’m not changing my mind. Let’s do this.”
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      Already, the air was thinning. As Gabriel followed Jane down the stone stairs, the air was getting more and more stale as they descended into the castle catacombs. The light of the outside world above them was fading fast as they moved further away from the crypt entrance. Only the bright beam of light from the flashlight in Jane’s hand could penetrate the growing darkness.

      When he got down off the last step, the temperature seemed to drop several degrees. Suddenly it was colder than he had ever felt it in the castle.

      “Too bad there’s no fireplace down here,” Jane said, her breath coming out in puffs.

      “We should stay close to each other,” he said, maintaining his grip on the rifle.

      She arched an eyebrow, her expression questioning.

      “For warmth,” he added, resisting the urge to pull her close and hold her warm, curvy body to his.

      “Got it.”

      They started to walk side by side, maneuvering around the columns that gleamed as white as bone. Beneath the columns were dozens of sarcophagi, the stone tombs housing the bones of departed von Westens. Every surface was covered in a thick layer of dust that had piled up over the centuries. Filmy cobwebs that strangely reminded him of ghosts floated over the gloomy underground graveyard.

      Desperate to banish the haunting silence, Gabriel said, “You’re handling this well.”

      “Did you expect me to fall apart?” she asked.

      “Wouldn’t blame you if you did,” he said. “This is kind of a messed-up situation.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve seen some crazy things go down at my workplace. Drug dealers and disgruntled Johns aren’t exactly the most professional people, you know?”

      “Ah. That explains why you’re taking this in stride.”

      She stopped in her tracks so suddenly it seemed as if she wanted to say something important. Instead, though, she shook her head and started to move again. “The sex didn’t hurt.”

      “What?”

      Despite the gloom, he saw the color rise in her cheeks. “Sex with you probably kept me from going completely crazy. So, thanks for that.”

      “I can’t tell if that means I passed or failed.”

      “Oh, you more than passed,” she said. “You kept my mind off the fact that somebody probably wants to kill us all. You’re a better lover than you are a lawyer, and you’re a damn good lawyer.”

      “Hey, two compliments.”

      She gave him a reproachful look. “Don’t get used to it.”

      “Right. Well, keep your eyes peeled.”

      “I know we’re searching for Berta, but I honestly don’t want to find her down here.” Jane sighed. “What do you think happened to her?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered truthfully, despite the tightness in his chest. “If the killer didn’t get her, maybe she ran off and locked herself away somewhere to keep safe.”

      “I hope we don’t find her down here. If we do end up finding her, that’ll mean we’re too late. As long as she’s missing there’s hope.”

      “Hope is an illusion,” he said.

      She stopped in her tracks again. “No, it’s not. Hope is all we have sometimes.”

      Gabriel halted and gave her a hard stare. “Hope is a trick. A waste of time. You think it’s real, but it’s not.”

      “You have hope that we’ll find Berta alive,” she accused.

      “No, it’s not hope that’s keeping me going,” he said with a firm shake of his head.

      “What is it, then?”

      “It’s the knowledge that if some psycho is lurking around down here, I’ll shoot his head off if he tries anything. That’s not hope, Jane. That’s accepting reality,” he said. “Hope isn’t going to save Berta, or the rest of us for that matter.”

      “The police will get us out of here.”

      “The cops will get here eventually. Which means it might be too late by then. So I’m not relying on some strangers getting me out of this. Nobody is coming to save us, Jane,” he said. “There’s no knight in shining armor coming to rescue you.”

      “I’m not a child,” she snapped.

      “Good. So you know this isn’t one of your fairytales.”

      She glared, anger turning her eyes into a pair of flames. “For your information, some fairytale heroines made the villains pay at the end of their stories.”

      “You think I’m the villain of this story?”

      “I don’t know what you are,” she fired back. “What I do know is that the only way through this is to work together. That’s what hope is to me. Trying even when it’s hopeless.”

      That was probably why she had kept fighting to inherit the castle, even though she clearly didn’t have the resources to mount a decent legal defense. It was impressive, though he hated to admit it. “So that explains why you’re so damn stubborn.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’ve been a thorn in my side for months,” he said.

      She took a step towards him, the proximity of her body driving him crazy. “Good.”

      “You know you can’t win this castle,” he bit out in frustration.

      “Still all business, even now.”

      “I thought you’d approve. Thinking about the future where my client and I inevitably beat you sounds like hope to me.” He knew he was goading her like an idiot. Pushing her buttons in a bid to get another one of their heated arguments going. Anything was better than facing the chance that they were doomed.

      “You are such an ass,” she said. “I can’t believe I actually thought you were selfless.”

      “What did you say?”

      “You heard me the first time, Gabriel.”

      “Yeah. I did.” He paused, surprised to find that he actually gave a damn about her opinion of him. With the exception of his parents, he didn’t give a shit what people thought of him. If his opponents mistook his ruthlessness for cruelty, that was their problem. “It’s just weird seeing myself through your eyes.”

      “Yeah, well, at least somebody sees you,” she said softly. “I’m just plain Jane.”

      “There’s nothing plain about you.”

      Without warning her mouth was on his, those soft, ripe lips parting instantly. He pulled her even closer, wrapping her tightly in his arms, his grip on the gun never loosening. The heat of her body against his was so intense that it banished the chill. Hungry for a real taste of her, Gabriel swirled his tongue into her mouth with a groan. She tasted like fire. Hot and forbidden. A dangerous combination he couldn’t resist even if he wanted to.

      Jane might have been invisible to the people around her, but she wasn’t to him. Beneath her subtle, delicate beauty was a raging passion he’d never get enough of. She kissed him with an eager abandon that stirred his blood.

      Deepening the kiss he stroked his tongue over hers, coaxing a soft moan from her.

      It was insane to do this down here of all places. But somehow, in this subterranean cemetery with the dead, Gabriel realized that he hadn’t felt this alive since he’d lost his brother. For years he had been numb. Going through the motions of his legal career. He had been like the walking dead. Moving through life but never living. It had taken this stubborn, maddening woman to bring him back to life.

      She tore her mouth away, chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. “This is crazy, right, Gabriel? Tell me this is crazy.”

      “It is. But Jane—”

      Her mouth fell open. “What is that?”

      He took a step away from her and turned to follow her gaze. Looking down where she was pointing the flashlight, Gabriel noticed the lid of the sarcophagus wasn’t properly shut like the rest of the others. In fact, from the angle of the lid, it looked like the tomb had been disturbed. Recently.

      “Somebody’s definitely been here,” he said, noticing how little dust there was on the sarcophagus lid.

      Jane moved closer, holding the light steady. “Should we…should we open it?”

      “We’re gonna have to,” he said grimly, not able to fathom what the hell they were going to find inside. He hoped like hell it wasn’t Berta’s body. Without hesitating, he handed over the rifle to Jane. “I’ll take the top off.”

      “Okay.” She kept the flashlight on the sarcophagus while he grabbed the stone lid and heaved with all his might.

      Gabriel looked inside. “There’s nothing in here.” He shook his head in confusion. What the hell could possibly explain an empty tomb? “This doesn’t make sense.”

      “Gabriel. Look.” Jane flashed the light on the overturned coffin lid.

      “Fuck.” Gabriel stared at the stone in horrified disbelief. There, on the underside of the lid, were unmistakable markings. Proof that someone had clawed at the stone with their fingernails.
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      Jane’s heart was racing so fast she could hear it.

      Distraught at the sight of the claw marks on the coffin lid, she took a step back. “What does this mean?”

      “Maybe these markings were made a long time ago,” he said.

      Her whole body started to shake in terror. “And if they were made recently?”

      “We have to tell the others.” He took the rifle back from her. “Come on, Jane, let’s get you out of here.”

      Jane didn’t argue. Couldn’t. It didn’t matter when those claw marks had been made. Somebody must have been buried alive in that tomb.

      She was in so much shock that words weren’t coming to her anymore. Her fear hadn’t left her ever since she saw Heidi’s body at the bottom of the stairs. Sometimes she managed to get control of it long enough to act, but the terror was paralyzing her now. No matter how well Gabriel thought she was handling this nightmare, she knew that deep down she was still a scared ten-year-old girl who couldn’t cope with the weight of such a gruesome truth.

      As a child, she had been sure there were monsters under her bed. Then she had learned that her father was a rampaging killer. Nothing was more monstrous than that. Except now there was an unseen killer in the castle, picking them off one by one. Maybe even burying some of the victims alive.

      Another wave of shock washed over her so forcefully she barely felt Gabriel take her hand and lead her back the way they had come.

      When they finally made it back out of the catacombs to the ground floor of the castle, Jane sucked in a deep breath. The castle might have smelled faintly of mildew, but it was fresh air compared to the stale air down in the crypt.

      She followed him to the great hall to find Timothy and the manservant heading their way. Gabriel guided her to a chair by the fireplace.

      “Why don’t you sit down while I talk to the others,” Gabriel suggested.

      Jane nodded, still too shaken to speak. Slowly, she stretched out her hands to start warming herself. Maybe if the chill went away, she’d be back to her old self again. Soon enough, she was getting feeling back in her fingers.

      By the time she was starting to breathe a little easier, Gabriel approached her.

      “Any news about Berta?” she asked.

      Gabriel sat opposite her and shook his head. “No. The others haven’t found a trace of her.”

      “What did they say about the coffin?” She was already dreading the answer, but part of her had to know.

      “According to Emmerich, it’s probably one of the coffins that hasn’t been assigned to anyone yet,” he said. “It’s a tomb for some future von Westen.”

      “Right.” That made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. “So if nobody has occupied that tomb…”

      “Those claw marks are relatively recent,” he said.

      “Oh my goodness.”

      “It’s not necessarily Berta.” He paused to look over his shoulder, as if to make sure that the others were out of earshot. “Maybe this has happened before.”

      “What?”

      “I mean, if you wanted to kill somebody and get rid of them, this would be the perfect place to do it. This might not be this castle’s first murder spree—”

      “Stop.” She closed her eyes, desperate to take a second to gather her wits. When she opened them again, she looked right into Gabriel’s green eyes. Green eyes that seemed to burn with their own flames. There was no fear on his face. None.

      Instead, she saw resolve. Beneath that, something else. Passion. No, something far more primal. His gaze was possessive.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’re the hunter and I’m the prey,” she replied, a tingle running down her spine.

      “If you want to accuse me of something, then spit it out.”

      “Tell me you have nothing to do with any of this.”

      “I have nothing to do with this, Jane,” he said flatly.

      Jane wanted to believe him. To trust him. Every part of her body demanded that. She craved his touch too much to give him up now. “How can you be so calm, then? So unafraid after what we just saw?”

      “Goals have a way of keeping me focused,” he said. “Right now, my goal is you.”

      “Me?”

      He leaned forward, his gaze unwavering. “I will protect you.”

      She shivered at the hunger blazing in his eyes. “I thought you said no knight was coming to my rescue.”

      “I’m not a knight.” He got up, threw the gun sling over his shoulder, and held out his hand to her. “Knights have honor. I have none. Which means that I’ll handle anybody who comes after you without mercy.”

      The place between her legs quivered and she almost forgot to breathe. Reaching for his large hand, she allowed him to help her to her feet. The sensation of her hand enveloped in his much larger one made her stomach do flips. No matter how hard she tried to stay calm around Gabriel, she couldn’t help but react to him.

      No man had ever been so driven to protect her before. Most of her relationship with men had been all surface-level. Though she had longed for passion in her own life, she had never experienced this intense sort of attraction. They were explosive together. It scared her. Being this out of control with a man was a brand new experience for her, and it shook her to her core.

      When she stared into his eyes again, she thought about asking him to reconsider. Thought about telling him there was no point in him risking his life just for her. She wasn’t worth the trouble, when he had his own safety to think of. But when she looked into his eyes, she wavered. The hard stare that dared her to contradict him silenced her. There was no talking him out of anything. Least of all this.

      He’d kill for her. Jane knew that without having to ask.

      With her hand still in his, they walked to the others to talk over their next plan of action. They soon settled on getting something to eat and then barricading themselves in one of the enormous bedrooms on one of the upper floors. There was a bathroom and a kitchenette close by, so the room seemed well chosen.

      Ordinarily she would have found the room cozy, but terror pervaded everything. Jane was too exhausted to point out her fear. That in trying to keep the danger out, they might have been unwittingly locking themselves in with the killer. For all she knew, the manservant was just waiting to turn his rifle on them all and finish       them off.

      She shivered as she headed over to a mattress to claim it.

      Though the storm was still raging outside, the groundskeeper made yet another phone call to the authorities to inform them about Berta’s disappearance. Once again the police promised to get to Wintergarten as quickly as possible, but they were having a hard time getting through so many feet of snow.

      There was nothing they could do but try to stay alive and wait out the storm. When night fell, they got onto mattresses and into sleeping bags that Agnes had insisted on laying out for them. Then, with Gabriel taking charge, the men decided to keep watch through the night, with the groundskeeper taking first watch.

      It took forever for Jane to sleep. Between the howling wind and her fear that she was trapped in the bedroom with a murderer, sleep didn’t come easily at all. Only Gabriel’s presence, as he got into the sleeping bag beside her, calmed her enough to eventually drift off to sleep.
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      She woke up the next morning to the smell of coffee.

      Gabriel was shaking her shoulder gently, a steaming mug of coffee in his outstretched hand. “Morning. Thought you could use this.”

      Jane took the mug gratefully and took a sip that warmed her. “It’s chilly in here.”

      “The fire died down, so the groundskeeper is getting it going again,” Gabriel said, gesturing to the fireplace. Everyone else was already awake and seemingly glued to their cell phones for some reason. “Sleep well?”

      “Well enough.”

      He helped her to her feet and they moved to sit by the fireplace. “Got some good news this morning.”

      “You’ve found Berta?”

      “No, unfortunately,” he said with a sad shake of his head. “Cell phone service and Wi-Fi are back.”

      “So, does that mean the police are on their way?”

      “They’re trying to get through the snow now since they’re still unable to fly in this weather,” he replied. “The storm has died down somewhat, so they’re going to attempt to get here.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “They said between twelve and thirty-six hours,” he said grimly.

      “I hope they get here sooner rather than later,” she said.

      “Yeah, we all do. Plus, the Wi-Fi is still pretty spotty. Messages and calls seem to be coming in, but it’s been hard to log on to anything.”

      “Better than nothing.” She took a sip of her coffee. With the police now trying to get to them, her spirits felt a little lighter. There was light at the end of the tunnel. They just had to outlast the killer long enough for the police to arrive. “Any other updates?”

      “The cops contacted Berta’s family.” He sighed. “Naturally, her family is frantic.”

      “Oh, shit. Of course they must be worried.” She chewed her lower lip. “With some of the services returning, I don’t know if I even want to tell my mother what’s happening. I don’t want to scare her.”

      “I can’t tell my parents,” he said.

      “Don’t want to scare them?”

      “They’ve already lost one child. My brother,” he said softly. “They won’t survive if something happens to their remaining son.”

      “Oh, Gabriel.” Tears stung the back of her eyes. She blinked them away, surprised at how much she felt for him. “I didn’t know.”

      He gazed at the fire, his eyes seeming to look beyond the flames. It was as if he was in a completely different place now. Far away from the terror of the castle, drowning in his own anguish and suffering. “It was a long time ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” She reached out and took his hand, squeezing it gently. Jane didn’t know the exact circumstances of his grief, but she was going to be there for him.

      “Best to focus on the present,” he said, though he squeezed back.

      “Having a goal helps you,” she said, recalling what he had said the day before.

      “That’s right.” He looked back at her, giving her a sad smile that made her heart hurt. Jane had been so sure he was this high-powered lawyer without any problems or cares. But she had been wrong. The hidden grief he carried must have been unbearable at times. “Any suggestions?”

      “We still haven’t found any contact details for Heidi’s family,” she said. “They deserve to know what happened to her.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. The problem is, there didn’t seem to be much of anything in Otto’s study when we checked.”

      “Think we could check her room next?”

      “That’s a good idea,” he said, his expression turning thoughtful. “We can eat breakfast and then get started on that.”

      After taking a quick shower and eating a breakfast of warm porridge, she followed Gabriel to talk to the manservant about searching Heidi’s room.

      “I shall accompany you to her room. I thank you for doing it, seeing as how it would have been very painful for Agnes to do a search. Perhaps some of the others would like to join us?” The manservant gave Timothy a pointed look.

      “Not bloody likely. I’m not gallivanting around this castle for some maid again,” Timothy muttered from his seat. “Besides, I’m trying to get the Wi-Fi going.”

      The manservant cleared his throat. “Very well. Agnes and our groundskeeper, Sven, will stay behind to watch over you.”

      “A female and an old man? What are they going to do, throw pillows at the killer? Don’t make me laugh.” Timothy picked up a dagger from the table by his side. “Don’t you worry, old chap. Now that I’ve got a weapon of my own I’m ready for this nutter.”

      Jane didn’t bother to point out that Timothy was likely older than the groundskeeper. It would just have started another round of pointless arguing.

      The manservant led them down to the servants’ quarters, letting them into Heidi’s bedroom. Once they were inside the manservant began to patrol the hall outside, holding the rifle tightly in his hands.

      Though the room was smaller than the ones on the upper floors it was well furnished, with a TV, sofa, bookshelf, and dresser.

      Gabriel moved over to the nightstand by the bed and picked up the stack of papers on top. “I can search through this pile first. We should also look for her cell phone.”

      “Right. Otto had been looking for it before…” Before he had also been killed. Had that been why he was murdered? Because he had searched for documentation about Heidi? Jane shuddered, and decided to focus on their task.

      She headed over to the dresser and opened the top drawer. There she found clothes, socks, and underwear. Guilt ate away at her. It felt wrong to go through a dead woman’s belongings like this, even if it was for a good reason. “Why do you think Heidi was killed?” she asked softly.

      “I’ve tried to come up with theories,” Gabriel replied. “It has to be connected to the castle inheritance. That’s the simplest explanation.”

      “Why go after Heidi, though?” she asked. “I’m the only person here who stands to inherit.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      She frowned and looked over at him. “What do you mean?”

      “We both got translated copies of von Westen’s will.” Gabriel paused to pull a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket. “Look at the relevant section of the will again.”

      She took the paper from him and unfolded it. “Okay. Well, it says that the nearest legitimately born blood relative without a criminal record will inherit the castle.”

      “What does the fine print say after that?”

      Her frown deepened as she kept on reading. “It says, that if no blood relative fits this criteria, anyone designated as next of kin would be next in line inherit. Which means—”

      “Which means that since Timothy was von Westen’s brother-in-law, he could be designated as next of kin. But only if you and my client are out of the picture, Jane.”

      “Okay. That looks bad for Timothy,” she conceded. “But the killer went after Heidi. If getting the castle is the motive, then I’d be the number one target. Nobody has come after me.”

      “Not yet.”

      His words frightened her and Jane sucked in a breath. The storm was dying down. That meant the police would get to the castle soon. They just had to hold on for the police.

      She glanced back down at the paper in her hands and her mouth fell open. “Timothy might not be the most likely suspect.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s more fine print,” she explained. “It says that if nobody is designated next of kin, then a blood relative who is either illegitimate or has a criminal record could inherit.”

      “Okay, but there are no other candidates that fit that criteria.”

      “There is another candidate.” She folded the paper and gave it back to him. This was the last topic she ever wanted to discuss. Least of all with her rival. It would only give Gabriel more ammunition to use against her. But he had told her about his own pain, and that had to mean something. “My father.”
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      Gabriel had never liked surprises. Above all else, he required control. He was never more out of control than when he was with Jane. Especially now. He could never predict what she was going to say or do. Which made her irresistible to him. Irresistible and dangerous.

      “Your father?” He looked her directly in the eye, trying to figure out if she was playing him. During this entire legal battle he had followed Otto’s lead and narrowed the inheritors down to Jane and his own client. There had been no mention of another von Westen relative. He’d assumed that her father had passed away or something. “Your father has a criminal record?”

      “Yes. That’s probably why Otto overlooked him.”

      “So, he’s in prison.”

      She averted her gaze, the corners of her lips tugging downward. “No. Not in prison.”

      “He’s an ex-con?”

      “Yes. Sort of.” She wrapped her arms around herself, in what looked like an attempt to calm down before continuing. “He was in prison before I was born for a couple of years. But he’s in a mental hospital for the criminally insane now.”

      He stared at her, stunned into silence for several moments. “Why? What did he do?”

      “You’ve heard of him,” she breathed out, her thin voice barely audible. “My dad is Harold Westen.”

      The name didn’t ring a bell at first, and then a memory from his childhood struck him. News bulletins and a city in panic. “Holy shit. The guy who hacked all those people to death on the Fourth of July?”

      “Yes. That’s my father.” She lowered her arms and stared down at the floor. “So you know the worst thing about me now. I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted nothing to do with me.”

      He didn’t say anything. With her eyes on the floor, it was clear she didn’t realize that he was looking at her.

      Jane appeared smaller. More fragile. Almost resigned to what was coming. Her curtain of copper hair fell around her shoulders and hid part of her face from view. Long, dark lashes brushed against the curve of her cheek, preventing him from seeing her brown eyes. But he didn’t need to see her eyes to know that she was distressed. A single tear rolling down her cheek told him all he needed to know.

      “It’s a lot to take in,” he said finally.

      Her shoulders heaved. “I-I figured it would be.”

      Gabriel walked up to her, reaching out to curl his fingers around her shoulders. “It’s a lot, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to turn my back on you.”

      She lifted her gaze, her lower lip trembling as another tear slid down her cheek. “You’re not?”

      It killed him to see her in so much pain. No wonder she had been able to handle being stuck in the castle so well. She had gone through trauma already. “Of course not. Your father committed a crime because he’s insane, so he isn’t responsible. If he can’t be held responsible, why should you be?”

      “I’ve kept it a secret for so long,” she admitted. “Never told anyone he was my dad. It was bad enough that I shared the same last name as a mass killer. I even thought about changing my last name when kids at school started bullying me, but by the time my dad faded from the news it wasn’t a problem anymore.”

      “I’m sorry you went through that,” he said. “Damn, you were suffering in silence all this time.”

      “The only people who knew were my mom and a handful of relatives,” she said. “It was the secret we couldn’t let anybody know. I was so freaked out I got all kinds of psych evaluations to make sure that I wasn’t like him. I’m not, but…I look like him, Gabriel. I have his mannerisms.”

      Gabriel cupped her face between his hands and stared into her shimmering brown eyes. He had to get her to see. To see herself the way he saw her. As the remarkable, brave, caring, beautiful, terrifyingly intelligent woman she was. “You’re not him.”

      She trembled at his touch. “How do you know?”

      “Because I know you,” he said firmly. “We’re trapped in this castle during a snowstorm and the only person I can count on is you. Maybe that makes me a trusting fool, but there it is, Jane.”

      “I probably should have told you sooner.”

      “You don’t owe me that part of your past,” he said. “That kind of trauma isn’t anybody’s business but yours. Still, thank you for telling me. I’m sorry you went through that. It can’t have been easy.”

      She started to swipe at her tears and he took a step back to give her some space.

      “No, it wasn’t easy. But it was so much worse for the victims’ families. I can’t even imagine their pain,” she said, her voice shaking. “Anyway, I told you because I don’t want you to get hurt. In case he’s the one behind all this.”

      “Wait, you think he’s responsible for these killings?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” She sighed. “But my father is a mass murderer and all of these killings are happening. Based on what von Westen’s will says, my dad would be eligible to inherit if enough people were out of the picture. That’s motive.”

      He thought her words over. “True, but your father is insane. Killing to inherit would take careful planning. None of these deaths and disappearances seem like the work of a deranged person. Besides, your father is in a mental hospital. Hardly likely that he found out about the castle, managed to escape the hospital, and booked a flight to Germany.”

      “Timothy seems to think the killer is crazy,” she pointed out. “Plus, we still haven’t figured out the connection between Heidi and Otto. They might have been under the same roof, but Heidi wasn’t like Otto. She wasn’t a lawyer with knowledge of the legal case. Heidi was just a young woman trying to do her job.”

      “That’s why we have to keep searching for her family’s contact details. She deserves a better resting place than the castle grounds,” he said. “Feel up to it?”

      She wiped at her face again, then smoothed her hands down over her hair. “Yes. We can’t save her, but at least we can find her family.”

      They went back to searching through Heidi’s belongings, and Gabriel looked through all the documents he found on the nightstand. Most of the papers looked like old bills or receipts. Nothing with her family’s contact details.

      With that pile of paper dealt with, he opened the nightstand drawer and retrieved the stack of papers inside. Receipts, photocopies of Heidi’s IDs, a day planner, prescriptions. It was all so mundane the he started to put the papers back into the drawer when something caught his eye.

      His heart started to pound the way it did when he knew he was close to winning a challenging case. “I found it.”

      Jane looked up from her search through a handbag. “What? What did you find?”

      He held up a pair of documents. “The connection between Heidi and Otto. I found the killer’s motive.”
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      Jane rushed over to him, her heart hammering. “What’s the motive?”

      He handed over a yellowed document. “Start with this.”

      She looked at the parchment in her hands. It was old. At least a hundred years old, by the look of it. The very type of document she had come to Germany to look for. “It’s a family tree.”

      “Right. With all the von Westens on it.” He pointed lower down on the tree. “The paper is probably centuries old, but each generation gets added as time goes by. In the old days, a castle historian or archive keeper was responsible. My guess is that Otto was in charge of it more recently.”

      “This is my name,” she said, staring at her place on the tree.

      “Yeah. And this is my client’s name,” he said, pointing to the name ‘Kyle Westen’.

      “So that’s the client you were trying to keep secret,” she said wryly.

      “I’ve got way bigger problems than letting my client’s name get out,” he said with a sardonic smile. “Anyway, this proves what I feared.”

      “Which is?”

      “You both have equal claim to the castle,” he said. “You’re both third cousins of von Westen. From the same generation, with legitimate parentage. Neither of you has a stronger claim than the other.”

      “So we’re back to square one,” she said, sighing. “Wait, you said Otto was in charge of the family tree. Why would Heidi have this, then?”

      “I think this will answer the question.” He handed over another document.

      This piece of paper was a lot more recent, though it was crumpled. Jane peered at the German written on it, trying to remember what she had learned of the language over the past few months. “This is a birth certificate. Heidi’s birth certificate.”

      “Look who’s written as her father.”

      Jane’s eyes went wide with shock. “Oh my goodness. Her father was Friedrich von Westen.”

      “The castle’s former owner.”

      She was so stunned that she was speechless for several long moments. It was taking her brain forever to accept what she was seeing. “I can’t believe this. Heidi was von Westen’s daughter?”

      “His illegitimate daughter,” he pointed out. “Which would have thrown a wrench into everything.”

      “Heidi was my cousin,” Jane said, a dull pain spreading through her. “This whole time we’ve been looking for her family while I was her family all along. I didn’t even know.”

      “I’m sorry, Jane.”

      “Is this why she was killed?”

      “That’s my guess.” Sadness settled over his face, his green eyes darkening with it. “As the castle solicitor Otto probably discovered the truth, and the killer got rid of him, too.”

      “Oh my goodness.” Her pulse quickened, her heart beating so fast she had to place a trembling hand over her chest to try slowing it down. “Timothy. Oh shit, you were right, Gabriel. Timothy must have done this. He’s upstairs right now. What do we do?”

      “We hold on to these documents for the police and get the rest of the servants away from him before it’s too late,” he said, taking the papers back from her.

      “We have to go back upstairs now.”

      “Right. That means we can’t let Timothy know what we’ve found. We can’t risk tipping him off.” He pocketed the documents and headed for the door. “Stay close.”

      She took a deep breath to try to steady her fraying nerves, and then followed Gabriel.

      The manservant walked over to them. “So, you are finished with your search? Have you found any contact information?”

      “Not yet. We’re going to need an extra pair of hands to help,” Gabriel said.

      “Then I will request that Sven and Agnes help us,” the manservant said.

      With her heart hammering wildly in her chest they headed upstairs to the bedroom, the manservant bringing up the rear.

      When they got into the bedroom, Sven and Agnes were warming themselves by the fire.

      “Where’s Timothy?” Jane asked as she approached the servants.

      Agnes got to her feet. “We begged him not to go, Fraulein Westen.”

      “Go where?” Jane asked in alarm.

      “He went up to the tower to try to get better internet service,” Agnes said with a heavy sigh. “We told him it was too dangerous, especially now. But he would not listen to us.”

      Jane glanced at Gabriel, too stunned to speak. If Timothy was on the loose in the castle, far away from prying eyes, there was no telling what he was up to. A chill crept down her spine at that realization. “We have to find a more secure place to barricade ourselves.”

      “You’re right,” he said, grabbing the rifle from a nearby desk. “Come on—”

      A loud thud cut him off. Then a shriek cut through the air, the sound louder than the howling wind outside.

      Terror seizing her Jane looked at the large bedroom window, desperate to find the animal that was making such a bone-chilling sound. A bundle of clothes fell past the window, the shriek louder than it had been before.

      “What the hell?” Gabriel ran for the window, released the latch to open it, and stuck his head outside. Another, more squelching thud, sounded and then the shriek died down. All was silent.

      “What is it?” A wave of nausea washed over her, but she forced herself to move over to the window. “Were those somebody’s clothes?”

      “Clothes?” Gabriel glanced at her in confusion, and then a look of pure horror turned his face pale. “Jane, turn away.”

      She was too confused for his words to sink in, so she did the opposite of what he’d commanded. Jane looked outside, her gaze landing on ground far below them. There on the snow was a broken body, dark blood pooling beneath it. The body was wrapped in gray wool and Jane recognized the coat instantly.

      It had belonged to Timothy.
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      “It’s Timothy!” Jane cried out. The sight below was so horrible she shut her eyes and jumped back.

      The three servants behind her rushed towards the window. Agnes turned away the moment she looked down and clamped a hand over her mouth. Probably to keep from screaming. Screaming the way Jane wanted to scream right now.

      “He must be dead. No man can survive such a fall,” the manservant said. “We have to retrieve his body.”

      “No yet.” Gabriel looked skyward. “Someone’s up there on the tower. I can see a shadow.”

      Jane opened her eyes and forced down a breath. “Who is it?”

      “I don’t know. It’s too far up to see clearly.” Gabriel strode up to her. “But I’m going up there. I’m tired of waiting around like sitting ducks to get picked off one by one. Time to stop this bastard.”

      “Gabriel, no! It’s too dangerous,” Jane said desperately.

      He moved past her, ignoring her words as he made for the door. “Does anybody know how to get to the top of that tower?”

      “I will show you the way,” the manservant said, rushing after him.

      “I’m coming with you, then,” Jane said, trying to shove aside her terror long enough to act.

      “No, Jane. Stay here,” Gabriel ordered. “This is the only way I can keep you safe.”

      Without another word Gabriel and the manservant left the bedroom, both of them armed with the antique rifles.

      She scowled, her fear burning away. Like hell she was staying behind. Angry that he would treat her like a child, Jane raced over to the fireplace and grabbed the iron poker. Then she dashed out of the bedroom. Though Gabriel and the manservant were out of sight, she could still hear their footsteps.

      Following the sound she ran up the stairs, took a left into a narrow corridor, then up another flight of stone stairs. Finally, she got to the top of the stair and ran through the open door that led to one of Wintergarten’s towers.

      Though the snowfall had slowed considerably, there was snow on the tower floor and the wind was still blowing furiously.

      Gabriel and the manservant were already there, glancing around in shock.

      “There’s no one here,” Gabriel said between breaths. “How the hell is that possible? Even if the killer left the tower, we would have seen him on our way up here. It’s like he just disappeared.”

      Jane walked towards him across the snow-covered floor, stopping suddenly when the sound of her footsteps changed. One of the stones sounded hollow beneath her feet. She kicked some of the snow away and discovered an iron loop beneath. The loop looked like a latch of some sort.

      Gabriel turned to look at her. He glared. “What are you doing? Are you trying to get killed? I told you to stay put.”

      “You’re not in charge of me,” she snapped.

      He walked up to her, the expression on his face hard and unyielding. “I mean it, Jane. This is dangerous. With Timothy dead, we’re running out of theories. This is even more dangerous than we realized.”

      “I know that.” There was no time to argue. If the killer got away, none of them was safe. She refused to live her life in so much fear that she couldn’t move. Couldn’t move or breathe, like she was trapped the way she had been all these years. Her father’s crime had trapped her for years. An awful, horrible situation had tormented her all these years, and she was done being helpless. She pointed down at the stone she was standing on. “What if this is how the killer escaped?”

      Gabriel looked down. “What the hell? Mr. Ernst, do you know what that is?”

      “It must be one of the secret entrances in the castle,” the manservant replied. “Though some of the previous servants mentioned such a thing, I had never found one. Perhaps because I do not frequent the castle towers.”

      Jane moved back and tugged at the latch, the stone giving a grinding squeak. “It’s moving.”

      “The killer knew about the secret entrance.” Gabriel frowned and took the iron loop from her, pulling with all his strength until the stone slide back to reveal a flight of winding stairs that led into darkness.

      “I’m going with you,” she said firmly.

      He cursed underneath his breath and then gave a curt nod. “Fine. But you have to get behind me if you plan on going down there.”

      “Okay,” she said reluctantly.

      The manservant produced a flashlight and handed it over to Gabriel. “You may use this.”

      “Thanks.” Gabriel switched on the flashlight and climbed down to start his descent.

      Wordlessly Jane followed him, making sure she stepped carefully down each step while the manservant walked behind them.

      As they moved, Jane noticed several doors that led away from the stairs. Probably more secret entrances. No doubt that was how the killer had been able to move through the castle undetected. She felt sick just thinking about how easy it must have been for the murderer to trap his victims.

      The sound of footsteps up ahead caught her attention. “Gabriel—”

      “I heard. He’s not going to get away this time,” Gabriel said, rushing after the sound.

      She raced down the stairs, keeping her eyes on the beam of light illuminating the path. Suddenly, far up ahead, she caught sight of a black coat as the figure turned a corner.

      Jane didn’t need to point that out. Gabriel was already several feet ahead of her, running after the figure so fast she knew she was going to lose him soon.

      Her side was aching and she struggled to breathe. With a final burst of speed she increased her pace, catching up to Gabriel as he rushed out of an open side entrance that led outside.

      He glanced around. “There’s nobody here. But he came through this entrance. I know he did.”

      Following him out onto the snow, she paused to take a deep breath. He was right. There was nobody out here. Only an expanse of pure white snow. And a pair of blankets on the ground. Her stomach lurched at the sight of the blankets. The two bodies they had decided to place in the snow for safekeeping were still outside. All alone.

      “What has happened?” the manservant asked as he joined them out on the snow. “Where has he gone?”

      “He just disappeared,” Gabriel replied, his jaw clenching. “Damn it. How the hell did he just vanish like that?”

      “There are probably more secret entrances and tunnels than we realize,” Jane gasped out as she clutched her side. “We should go back inside before we freeze.”

      The sound of a cell phone ringing made her pause. She grabbed her phone from her pocket and shook her head. “That isn’t my phone.”

      “Not mine, either,” Gabriel said.

      “I do not have my phone with me,” the manservant said, looking bewildered.

      “Then it has to be…” Jane glanced down at the wrapped bodies and shuddered. Not from the cold, but from a sinking dread. “One of the bodies still has their phone on them.”

      “Probably Heidi’s” Gabriel said.

      “We’ll have to get it. Could be her family.” She was reluctant to go anywhere near the bodies, but she gathered her courage with a deep breath. Then she leaned down to start to pulling the blanket away from poor Heidi’s body.

      The ringing continued and Jane saw the glow of a cell phone in one of Heidi’s pockets. With shaking hands, she retrieved the phone. As she tried to answer Jane felt a cold hand grab her ankle, and with a scream she dropped the cell phone.

      “Jane, I’m getting you out of here.” Gabriel reached out and grabbed her hand tightly. He pulled her, but the hand refused to let her go.

      Shrieking, Jane kicked out at the hand until it released her. Jumping backward to get away, she saw Heidi sit up slowly, as if she was a corpse come back to life.

      The manservant’s mouth fell open. “What in the name of—”

      “Idiots!” Heidi shouted. “All of you be silent!”

      Jane thought she was going to faint. “How are you alive? How? What is happening?”

      “Did you answer the phone?” Heidi demanded as she looked up at them.

      “No. I dropped it before I could,” Jane said, going numb with cold and disbelief. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Night’s Bane,” Heidi said flatly. “Heard of it?”

      Jane’s legs began to shake. “No.”

      “It’s a plant found in the nearby woods. Ingest enough and it will make you look dead when you are not. Ingest too much and you really will be dead.” Heidi laughed, her cheeks turning rosy.

      Gabriel pointed his gun at Heidi. “I don’t hurt women, but you’re going to need to start talking or the bullets are going to fly.”

      Heidi looked at the gun, her lip curling in distaste. “You Americans and your guns. Very well. I will talk. But first…” She reached over to pull the blanket from Otto’s body and wrenched the dagger from his chest, making the most hideous squelching sound as she yanked it free.

      Before anyone could move to stop her Heidi was on her feet, sidestepping the gun to grab Jane by the hair.

      Jane struggled to get free in spite of the pain. “Get away from me!”

      “Let her go,” Gabriel ordered, taking a step towards them.

      Heidi seized Jane’s hair firmly, pressing the already bloody knife against her neck.

      Gabriel didn’t lower the gun. “You’re not going to hurt her.”

      “I’m going to take her inside,” Heidi said, her voice syrupy sweet. “I will give you and Emmerich a head start so that you may run away.”

      “You’re letting me and Emmerich go?” Gabriel’s green eyes narrowed. “Why?”

      “Because I am kind and generous,” Heidi replied in a childlike voice. “We can all play a little game together. Hide and seek. If you hide well enough, Gabriel, maybe I won’t find you. That way you’ll have a chance to live.”

      “I’m not leaving,” Gabriel said.

      “I’m very kindly giving you a head start and you’re not taking it? Your allegiance to Jane is most nauseating,” Heidi said. “Run along now and you might live, gentlemen.”

      “Do as she says, Gabriel!” Jane cried out. “Run. You and Mr. Ernst can still get away from here.”

      “I’m not leaving you,” Gabriel said through gritted teeth.

      “Enough of this,” Heidi said as she dragged Jane back through the entrance.

      Desperate to think up some kind of escape plan, Jane wracked her brain for the answer. For the way out of this nightmare.

      Heidi held the blade against her throat, shoving her towards one of the side doors Jane had spotted earlier. Quickly Heidi opened one of the doors, revealing the back of a tapestry. She shifted the fabric, dragging Jane out into the great hall.

      “That door was there the whole time,” Jane said in shock, staring at the tapestry as Gabriel appeared.

      “Let her go,” Gabriel said. “Take me instead.”

      Heidi laughed loudly before throwing the blade at Gabriel.

      He jerked back, slamming the knife away with the rifle, sending the blade clattering to the floor. “Now you have no choice but to let her go.”

      Heidi laughed again and wrenched one of the medieval axes from off the wall. “You were saying, Gabriel?”

      “This is insane, Heidi,” he said. “Release her.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do!” Heidi shrieked, waving the ax over her head. The sharp blade glinted in the light of the great hall, the shiny metal a promise of pain and death. “This castle is mine now. The second I get rid of Jane, I’ll win.”

      “That’s why you killed Otto,” Jane forced out as tears pricked the back of her eyes. “To win the castle.”

      “Poor, stupid Otto,” Heidi said in a sing-song voice. “He had no idea that I was Friedrich’s when I first started working here. None of them did. Not even Friedrich himself.”

      Jane started struggling to get free again. “Is that why you decided to work here? For revenge?”

      “I never knew who my father was,” Heidi said, yanking so hard at Jane’s hair that Jane cried out in pain. “My mother wouldn’t tell me. Every time I asked she came up with some story. That he was a soldier. A diplomat. Her university boyfriend. All lies!”

      “Let’s strike a deal here, Heidi,” Gabriel said. “Let’s come up with the best way to keep Jane safe. You can have the castle. It’s yours.”

      “We won’t fight you on it,” Jane said in agreement. As much as she had dreamed of the castle, it wasn’t worth dying for. And it wasn’t worth losing Gabriel either.

      “Liars!” Heidi shouted. “All of you are liars. Just like my mother. She lied for years until I found my birth certificate. Found the truth. I didn’t belong in some shitty little hovel in Geneva. I was a nobleman’s daughter. Me!”

      “Heidi, please put the ax down,” Jane begged.

      “I’m a nobleman’s daughter. You don’t get to order me around,” Heidi snapped. “But did my father want me? No. The old fool. All those years he was sending my mother money to keep her quiet. Not enough to get us out of that horrid little apartment. Only enough to eat. Daddy didn’t want his rich friends knowing he had a love child with some tourist he met so long ago. Well I’ll show you, Daddy. I’ll show you.”

      Jane shoved herself off Heidi with all her might, wrenching free of the deranged young woman’s grip.

      “Where do you think you’re going, you bitch?” Heidi swung the ax, the blade singing as Jane jumped away just in time.

      “The castle is yours,” Jane forced out. “I’ll sign away my rights to it. I swear.”

      “More lies!” Heidi let out a loud shriek that seemed to shake the entire castle. “I worked my way into the castle. Nobody knew that the meek little maid was a von Westen. Everyone ordering me about when they should have been bowing down to me. I did everything. I even read to Daddy when he got sick. But he couldn’t even see that I was his daughter. I looked just like him and he couldn’t see.”

      Jane’s heart froze in her chest. “What the… You killed Friedrich, didn’t you?”

      “I smothered him with a pillow a few months ago,” Heidi admitted as she took a menacing step towards Jane. “He was dying already. I did him a favor and put him out of his misery. I told him who I was right before he died. You should have seen the look on his wrinkled old face.” Heidi laughed, the sound echoing through the hall.

      Jane stumbled backwards, desperate to get away from Heidi and the ax in her hands.

      Her gaze shifted for a moment and she saw Gabriel lift his gun to point it at Heidi. It was clear that he was trying to find a way to take a clean shot without getting Jane hurt.

      Swallowing hard, Jane realized that she had to keep Heidi talking. That was the only way to keep her distracted long enough for Gabriel to stop her. “So you’ve been planning this for months?”

      “For years. I was hired as a maid so that I could get closer to my father. But then I thought I wanted more than that. I wanted this castle, and so I decided I was going to kill him to get it,” Heidi said with a cruel smile. “But then stupid Otto brought out Daddy’s stupid will. Some strangers were going to get this castle before me. How is that fair?”

      “It isn’t fair,” Jane said, her voice shaking.

      “Otto started making all these phone calls to other heirs,” Heidi spat out. “He invited you and Gabriel’s client. I decided I was going have to get rid of everyone in the way of me getting my castle. But only you were coming here, Jane. So I had to be incredibly careful how I got rid of everyone. Otto needed to go, of course. I was starting to suspect he knew who I was, and I couldn’t let that secret get out until the time was right. First I had to die so none of you would see me coming.”

      “You faked your own death. Fell down the stairs—”

      “I didn’t fall,” Heidi said with a roll of her eyes as she took another swing with the ax.

      Jane screamed, scrambling out of the way as the blade snagged the fabric of her coat. “You didn’t?”

      “I just took a dose of the Night’s Bane, dropped the bowl of stew, and lay down on the floor,” Heidi responded, rolling her eyes again. “Stupid Berta fell for it. You all did. Thank you for taking my body outside, by the way. It made it so easy to hide from you while I went through the secret passages in the castle.”

      “Where is Berta?” Jane asked desperately. “You took her, didn’t you?”

      “I came into the kitchen to strangle her but she started babbling about a password. Babbling that Otto had secrets that could destroy me on his mobile phone and only she knew the password,” Heidi said. “She was probably lying to save her own skin, but I had to be sure. So I tied her up and dragged her down to the catacombs to scare the password out of her. Buried her in one of the unused tombs.”

      Jane gasped in horrified realization. “The claw marks—”

      “I heard you and Gabriel coming down into the crypt so I had to drag Berta out of the coffin and hide her,” Heidi said, cutting her off. “She still wouldn’t give me the password, but I could kill the rest of you while I waited. Stupid, arrogant, greedy Timothy was next. He wanted the castle, too, I could tell. So he had to go. That leaves the other servants, but they’re old and frail and useless, so I’ll deal with them last.”

      “You cannot seriously think you’ll get away with this,” Jane said angrily.

      “I will. Because I’ll kill you all and then frame Gabriel’s client.” Heidi grinned, the lines of her cherubic face turning hard. “All I’ll have to do is pretend there was a massacre here. Say that Gabriel’s client paid him to kill everyone and I’ll look like the sole survivor. Then, at last, Wintergarten will be mine.”

      “You were going to frame Gabriel?” Jane asked in disgust.

      “Someone had to take the blame. I chose the strongest man in the castle.” Heidi lifted the ax high over her head, forcing Jane to run away.

      “Come back here,” Heidi shrieked, racing after her.

      It was then that Jane forced herself to trip and fall, landing painfully on the hard stone. “Now Gabriel, now!” she cried.

      A shot rang out.
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      Smoke billowed from the rifle in Gabriel’s hands. Heidi screamed and suddenly reached down to clutch her arm, the ax falling to the floor with a metallic clang.

      The bullet had struck home. Never in his life would he have imagined he’d shoot at a woman, but there was no way he could let Jane get hurt. No way in hell.

      Jane rushed up from the floor, running over to him to fling her arms around his shoulders. “Gabriel. Oh, Gabriel.”

      Though he sensed her distress and her relief, he didn’t know what to say to her. All he knew was that he never wanted to let her go. Ever.

      Suddenly, the castle doors opened and several uniformed police officers burst into the great hall. Emmerich, the manservant, rushed in with them.

      An officer started shouting at Gabriel in German, and though his grasp of the language was limited he made sure to toss the rifle aside and hold his hands up. The manservant pointed to Heidi, speaking rapidly in German to some of the other officers. Several police officers moved over to her, getting to work healing her wounded arm.

      The officer who had shouted gave a salute and walked up to Gabriel. “I am Officer Schmitt. You are the American guests?”

      “We are,” Gabriel said.

      “Good day to you,” the officer said. “We apologize for our late arrival. The weather made our movement impossible. Are there any others who require medical assistance?”

      “Berta, the cook, is missing,” Gabriel answered. “Heidi abducted her, so she’s probably somewhere in the castle.”

      “Any causalities?” Schmitt asked.

      “Two that we know of,” Gabriel replied grimly. “Otto Kramer, the castle solicitor, and Timothy O’Brien, the former owner’s brother-in-law.”

      “That is very unfortunate.” Officer Schmitt turned to give several officers instructions in German and they raced off to follow his orders. “My officers will be looking for this Berta. The castle will be a crime scene but since weather conditions are still dangerous you are permitted to remain in a closed off part of the castle until the storm dies down. Some officers will remain here with you to provide additional security.”

      “Thanks,” Gabriel said tightly.

      With his arms around her, Gabriel walked with Jane to the fireplace. He sat her down on one of the chairs and helped her take off her torn coat. She was silent, her face pale with a blank expression. Likely she was in shock again.

      He took a seat beside her and reached for her hand. “You were really brave back there.”

      “Only because I knew you wouldn’t miss.” She turned to give him a small smile. “Thanks for saving my life.”

      He squeezed her hand. “Thanks for saving mine. Heidi. Who would have thought?”

      “That’s what she counted on,” Jane said. “Looking like the kind of person nobody would suspect.”

      Excited chatter from some of the officers caught his attention, and he glanced over at the far side of the hall. Two officers were escorting a shaken-looking Berta.

      “They found her,” Gabriel said.

      Jane got to her feet immediately and rushed over to give Berta a hug.

      Officer Schmitt walked over. “We found her in one of the secret passageways. She is afraid but seems unharmed. A medical team is on its way.”

      Gabriel stood up to shake Schmitt’s hand. “Thank you again.”

      “Of course. And I am sorry for your troubles,” Schmitt said. “Some officers will provide security and escort you and your girlfriend to your rooms. I suspect you will be able to leave the castle tomorrow when the storm has finally passed.”

      “Jane isn’t my…” Gabriel’s voice trailed off. Even if she wasn’t his, he desperately wanted her to be. “I’ve got some evidence you might find useful.” He pulled the family tree and the crumpled birth certificate out of his pocket to hand them both over to the officer. “Thanks again. For everything.”

      “This will help. Thank you.” Schmitt gave a nod and walked away.

      Jane released Berta and followed after some police officers who walked up to Gabriel.

      “I think they want us in our rooms while they gather evidence,” she said.

      They walked upstairs with the officers, and when Jane stopped in front of her door Gabriel took her hand and looked at her. After everything they had just gone through, he should have wanted space. She should have been breaking down. But they had both been through hell before. Their traumas seemed to have brought them closer. Closer to each other than they would be with anyone else. It was like Jane knew him better than anyone else did, and he wasn’t done learning everything he could about her. “Do you want to stay in my room?”

      “For the night?”

      “As long as you want,” he said, hoping, no matter how dangerous it was to want more.

      She smiled and nodded. “Lead the way, then.”

      Still holding her hand he guided her into his room, shutting the door behind him.

      “I guess we’re crazy for wanting to do this now,” he said.

      “There are so many worse things we could be doing. There’s nothing wrong with feeling what we’re feeling right now.” A blush stained her cheeks, subtly signaling her arousal. The embers of her desire started to glow behind her eyes and he heard Jane’s breath hitch ever so slightly.

      He was so in tune with her body now that he could sense even small changes. It was as if surviving hell together had bonded them completely. Gabriel didn’t know how he could let her go. How he could return to his dull existence without her in his life.

      “I want you,” he told her.

      “Good,” she said, moving so close to him that he felt every line of her body against his own. “Because I want you, too.”

      Jane tilted her head back, her eyes fluttering closed as she offered her mouth to him.

      She didn’t seem to realize that he had meant he wanted more than sex. For all he knew, this was the last time they’d ever be together. That filled his heart with pain. The fact that he could still hurt after all the tragedy he had gone through revealed the depths of his feelings for her.

      Only an intoxicating taste of her would ease the agony.

      He lowered his mouth to hers, a soft moan escaping her at the moment of contact. His lips brushed over hers tenderly at first. A feather-light kiss that gave him the chance to savor her slowly. But as he gripped her hips to pin her more tightly to him, Gabriel lost all sense of control.

      He swirled his tongue into her mouth, savoring the sweet taste of her. Her tongue met his, the kiss deepening as she surrendered to him.

      Breaking the kiss, she grabbed a condom from the nightstand and gave him a seductive smile. “I want to do it in front of the fire.”

      Gabriel pulled her into his arms and lifted her to start walking over to the bear skin rug in front of the fireplace.

      With a gasp, she said, “I can walk on my own.”

      “Yeah, but I wouldn’t get to hold you,” he said, gazing down at her. “And there’s no fun in that.”

      Jane laughed softly, wrapped her slender arms around his neck, and kissed him fiercely.

      He groaned, reluctantly ending the kiss to set her down on the soft fur in front of the fire.

      Before he got the chance to really take her in Jane was tearing off her clothes, baring her perfect body to him.

      He was hard instantly. She was so damn gorgeous he didn’t know where to start looking. Her full pink mouth caught his eye first. Then her small breasts that peaked into rosy pink nipples. The light from the fireplace lit up every line and curve of her body. Bathed her exposed skin in a golden hue as she sat up, propping herself up on her elbows. Without warning him she spread her legs, revealing her glistening flesh.

      He almost died right then. All the air escaped his lungs and his brain melted at the sight of that heavenly part of her. Gabriel swallowed hard, his erection beginning to ache.

      “Time for you to strip,” she said, giving him another seductive smile.

      At this rate, Jane could ask him to do anything and he’d do it. He was that turned on. Eager to get naked and join her, Gabriel quickly discarded his clothes.

      “You have the most incredible body,” she said, her gaze roaming appreciatively down his torso.

      “I try.” He flashed her a grin, tore open the condom wrapper, and sheathed himself with the latex.

      Part of him wanted to slow down. Make this last. Because there was a good chance this was their final time together. With the killer caught, the castle was still up for grabs. Once they settled back into their roles as legal rivals, this burgeoning relationship was as good as finished. It would only be made worse by the fact that he intended to win this case. The way any good lawyer would.

      But the other, more primal, side of him wanted to bury himself inside her. Get lost in Jane. Drown in the pleasure that he had only been able to find with her and no other woman.

      He got down on the bear skin rug with her, pressing a kiss to her soft mouth.

      When she came up for air, Jane said, “I want you on the rug.”

      Gabriel arched an eyebrow in response. “Oh yeah?”

      “I want to be on top this time.”

      “Can’t say no to that,” he said with a laugh as he stretched out on the fur.

      She moved to straddle him, their eyes meeting as she leaned forward to grip his shoulders. A wildfire blazed in her dark eyes, turning them brighter than the flames in the fireplace.

      Lust overtook his senses and he reached out to seize her hips firmly, his fingertips digging into her supple flesh. Looking up at her like this was one hell of a view. Her hair fanned all around her, stopping right above her nipples. Suddenly she started to lick her lips, her tongue running over her pink mouth. Making those full, sensuous lips glisten.

      If he didn’t have her soon, he was going to explode. “Jane, you’re killing me here.”

      “Patience,” she said, her voice a seductive purr.

      A soft, satisfied sigh escaped her and she took the aching, throbbing length of him into her tight, slick heat.

      Pleasure jolted through him, making him groan through gritted teeth. All of the pent-up tension from the past several days of hell started to ripple outward. Faded away as the pleasure took over. Jane was the sole reason he had survived this. The only reason he had wanted to survive. Getting through his with her had given him meaning and purpose for the first time in years.

      Jane rocked against him, intensifying the pleasure as she moved. Her pace was steady. A rhythmic swivel of her hips.

      “Damn, you’re so beautiful,” he choked out.

      She moaned, riding him with abandon as she tossed her head back. Her speed of her pace increased and he sensed her giving in to the pleasure. Letting go of her fear to take whatever she wanted. And did it ever feel good.

      They were both searching for release with each other. Both desperate to grab hold of life again and never let it go. And while life was what he’d gained, it was Jane he had fought for. It was Jane he wanted.

      Suddenly she clenched around him, the pleasure gripping him so tightly that he knew nothing else. Only her. All he felt now was the sensation of being inside her tight, wet heat. The pressure of her thighs squeezing against him as her own pleasure rocked through her.

      His climax tore through him, hard and fast. Her breathless cries signaled her own release and she collapsed on top of him, her body shuddering.

      They lay on the fur together, with Gabriel holding her tightly to him until they both fell asleep.

      When he woke up it was early morning, the weakest rays of the sun streaming in through the window. They had made it through the night.

      He leaned over to kiss Jane’s forehead before getting up to take a shower and get dressed. Then he checked his phone. Wi-Fi was back. There were at least a dozen messages from his client and a lawyer from Otto’s legal firm. The lawyer had gotten wind of the tragedy and was taking over the castle inheritance case. After reading through the messages, he realized he had no choice but to call his client.

      He dialed Kyle’s number and took a seat on the edge of the bed. “Mr. Westen, are you available?”

      “Yes I am, Mr. Ross,” Kyle murmured. “Got a call from a German lawyer a few hours ago. The story is starting to make it into American media. This is crazy. Are you hurt in any way?”

      “I’m fine,” Gabriel said, keeping his voice low so he didn’t wake Jane. She looked so beautiful, her naked body covered in nothing but a bear skin. There was something incredibly erotic about the sight.

      “Sorry to hear about the castle’s original lawyer,” Kyle said. “Gruesome business all around. Look, I appreciate the call, but I’m not liking the terms I’m seeing from this new lawyer. This fifty-percent deal isn’t going to work for me.”

      “I know you want all the shares of the castle, but you and Jane Westen have an equal claim,” Gabriel said, trying to stay focused.

      Jane stirred from her place on the bear rug and sat up with a yawn. “Good morning. What’s going on?”

      “Talking to my client,” he said to her.

      “Is that Jane?” Kyle asked. “Put her on. Let’s meet.”

      Sighing, Gabriel put the call on speaker. “Jane, this is your cousin. Kyle, this is Jane.”

      She got up, grabbed a cardigan from the floor, and put it on quickly. “Hello, Kyle. Great to meet you.”

      “Great to meet you, too. Sorry about the circumstances. Are you safe and sound, Jane?”

      “I’m safe,” she said, moving over to sit next to Gabriel.

      “Good to hear. Now, I want you both to hear my plans for the castle,” Kyle said. “I can’t settle for fifty percent of the castle.”

      “I hadn’t realized we were each being given half of the castle.” Jane said.

      “Things move quickly when heirs start coming out of the woodwork,” Kyle said. “Anyway, the lawyers have all arranged it. Right down the middle. Half yours. Half mine.”

      “I’m not forfeiting my half,” she said.

      “Well, I am,” Kyle said.

      “What? Hold on a second. Mr. Westen, what are you talking about?” Gabriel demanded.

      “I don’t want the place. I’m not owning a property that’s had a double murder, okay? It’s creepy, which means it’s put me off,” Kyle said. “I’m willing to sell my share.”

      “As your lawyer, I’m going to have to advise you to hold off and take your time with this,” Gabriel said.

      “I don’t care. I don’t want the place. I’ll sell my half to you if you want it, Jane,” Kyle said.

      “That’s generous, but I couldn’t afford it,” Jane said sadly.

      “I’ll give you the rock bottom price,” Kyle said. “I just want this thing off my hands.”

      “I’m sure I couldn’t afford even the lowest price,” she said.

      “If you want the castle off your hands that badly, what do you say about selling it to Jane for a dollar?” Gabriel asked. It was insane, of course, but he had to find out how badly Kyle wanted to be rid of Wintergarten.

      “Done. I’ll sign the paperwork and e-mail it to you. My half is Jane’s as soon as she signs and gives you a dollar bill, Mr. Ross. Give me five minutes,” Kyle said, and then hung up.

      Her mouth fell open. “No way. Is that for real?”

      “It’s for real. As long as you give me the dollar,” he said.

      “Wait…” Her eyes were bright and shining. “The castle is going to be mine.”

      “I don’t know how turning it into a hotel is going to work out considering… well, everything.”

      “Are you kidding? People love infamy and ghosts and murder,” she said. “They’ll get a kick out of this place. Plus, I can give some of the proceeds to Otto and Timothy’s families.”

      He wrapped his arm around her. “You’re an angel, Jane.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “That’s not all you want to say.”

      “I’d like to help you run the place. As the castle’s lawyer,” he said.

      “I can’t afford you,” she said.

      “I’ll do it for free on one condition,” he said.

      “Yes. I agree to your condition.”

      “You haven’t even heard what it is,” he said.

      “I can guess. But in case I’m wrong, why don’t you tell me,” she said.

      He cupped her face between his hands and looked deep into her brown eyes. Those eyes he wanted to get lost in forever. “Be mine. My girlfriend.”

      She didn’t speak. Her response was to lean closer and kiss him with everything she had. The heat of her mouth burned away what was left of his doubt. Fear couldn’t get to them now. Nobody would hurt her ever again.

      When she pulled away she was smiling, her eyes glinting. “You’ve convinced me, Gabriel. I’m all yours.” She paused. “Is this the first case you’ve ever lost?”

      He laughed. “Are you kidding me? How does this count as a loss?”

      “The castle is mine.”

      His phone vibrated and he checked his messages. “Kyle has signed over the castle.”

      “That means it’s time for me to sign,” she said. “And time for you to lose.”

      “Well, I probably didn’t make partner,” he said, laughing.

      “That’s what you wanted?”

      “No. That’s what my parents wanted.” It was time for him to live for himself and not just his parents. He couldn’t keep living Jay’s life anymore. “What I want is to quit my firm, shack up in this castle with you, and never leave.”

      She wrapped her arms around him, making his heart race like crazy. He had survived and gotten the most incredible woman he had ever met. As she kissed him again, Gabriel realized that losing for the first time had been worth it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Want to read more… For FREE?

        Sign up for Lexy Timms’ newsletter

        And she’ll send you updates on new releases, ARC copies of books and a whole lotta fun!

      

        

      
        Sign up for news and updates!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Lexy Timms

          

        

      

    

    
      Dealing in Antique Jewelry and hanging out with her awesome hubby and three kids,  USA Today Bestselling author Lexy Timms loves writing in her free time.

      

      
        
        Lexy Timms Facebook Page

      

        

      
        Lexy Timms Website

      

      

      
        
        www.lexytimms.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kate West

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Heaven to Hell

          

        

      

    

    
      White House Correspondent Olivia comes back to her small town to take care of her sick mother. She despises the tiny town she grew up in and can’t wait to get back to the big city where all the kinky action she loves is located. Blowing off some steam, she sees her high school sweetheart at one of the only bars in town.

      After a bit too much to drink and a huge blow up, she hooks up with him. Sam. The ex. Yes, that guy.

      The one who is bad beyond measure and gave her a taste for the darker side of love. Liv kicks him out of her bed in a fiery rage the next day -  but then decides if there are no strings attached, why not? But with Sam, there are always strings. And rope. And handcuffs.
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      Olivia Miller stepped out of the Press Room and pulled the door behind her, turning the knob so that it would not snap loudly into place. She doubted anyone would hear the click of the door over the cacophony of voices inside. She was sure no one noticed her leave her spot on the back rows. Everyone’s attention was on the Press Secretary as they bombarded her with questions.

      Still, care was always a good thing to practice.

      She looked up and down the corridor, spotting the motion of shadow. Olivia slid up the hall and turned the corner as Mark Wriggly, one of White House aides turning the doorknob that would take him safely away from the reach of the press and visitors.

      “That went sideways fast.” Olivia glided across the hall and set herself against the doorframe. Mark jumped, letting out a small yelp. He gasped, grabbing his chest, as he turned to look at her.

      “Liv, good God woman.” Even at a loud whisper his voice jumped up and down pitches. “Has anyone ever taught you manners?”

      “No.” Liv pulled out her small notepad. “Not really a thing they cover in journalism classes. So, how do you think that briefing went?”

      Mark’s lips dropped into a frown, and he sighed. “Like the President dropped her into water with ravenous sharks.”

      Liv opened her notepad and clicked her pen. “Leaked financials are chum. I noticed that everyone was clamoring about the payments to his lawyer.”

      “I love you Liv, but if you want to know about them, you should have waiting for Q ‘n A like everyone else.” Mark started to turn the knob again.

      “She never calls on anyone past the fourth row, you know that.” Liv put her hand on Mark’s. If he were anyone else here, she would not have touched him, but they had been friends since college. “I don’t care about the lawyer. I’m more interested in what no one else is paying attention to.”

      Mark shrugged. “You should have spoken up in the briefing.”

      “I don’t think the President wants me bringing up ten-thousand dollars-worth of payments to Garnet in the briefing.” Liv smiled when she saw Mark’s breath catch. “The Garnets that runs around in the circles that some of us run in, you wouldn’t want brought up in there.” Liv gestured back towards the press room, from whence a droning, muffled cacophony still emanated. “Everyone is worried about big numbers, but someone else is going to start adding up smaller ones.”

      Mark said nothing. If it weren’t for how he had paled, she would have wondered if that meant there was nothing to those numbers.

      “Just give me a bone, something to run off and chase. That’s all I’m asking for.”

      “There’s nothing to chase,” Mark said. He fidgeted with the doorknob, a nervous gesture that told Liv there was something. “You know the President doesn’t like to discuss family matters.”

      And there it was! “I know.” Liv stood upright. “I’ll let you go. She put away her notepad and a random thought entered her mind and left her lips. “Did you get a chance to use the coupon I sent you?”

      Mark blinked. “You know stuff like that can look like bribes.”

      Liv laughed. Sometimes, Mark was precious. “If you could be bought with coupons and that was all I had to offer, I think we’d have a lot more to worry about than who Garnet is.”

      She turned as Mark laughed and opened the door leading deeper into the White House. So, whoever Garnet really was, it was family related, but not something as innocent as babysitter. The dollar amounts were small and regular compared to other things the press was currently dissecting. How long did she have until someone else got curious, though?
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      Liv sat down on the plastic bench and looked out the window as DC passed her by. Her mind tossed numbers around as she wondered what scandal could involve a Dominatrix and family. Was the President paying her to keep ensure discretion? Was the money to cover up something that one of his adult children had done?

      “It could be services for the First Lady,” Liv said to no one. Her fellow passengers ignored her today as they did every day. Her phone chimed into her ear, and she swiped to answer without looking at the caller. “Talk to me.”

      “Olivia.”

      Her throat tightened and her heart missed it next beat as Rachel’s voice came through her earpiece. Liv straightened up in her seat and looked out the window, looking for anything that would help her handle the news that had to be coming.

      Rachel had been helping Liv’s mom for the past few months. The cancer, formerly in remission, had come back with a vengeance. Rachel only lived a half hour away, so had volunteered to spend the summer with her. Liv’s mom would have the help she needed around the house and could enjoy the company of Rachel’s children.

      “Are you there?” Rachel asked.

      “Yeah. Just, um, preparing myself.” The city passed by too fast for Liv to focus on anything.

      “Okay. Um,” Rachel stuttered, and Liv’s heart started beating again. She was nervous, not sad. “I need to ask a favor.”

      “Sure. What do you guys need? Money for the doctor? Or do you need me to make some phone calls for referrals?”

      “I need you to come help your mom.”

      Rachel’s voice sounded defeated already. Liv felt a heat twist and spike up through her chest from her belly. She quelled it with a sigh.

      This was her mother, and it didn’t matter that this was not the best time – at all. She would do anything for her.

      “I know you’ve got so much going on right now.” Rachel’s voice took on a lighter tone. “I could see you when the cameras panned over the press in the conference today. Aunt June is so proud of you. We all are.” Her voice dropped again. “It’s just school is about to start, and I think the kids are wearing her down. She doesn’t say anything. She loves them to pieces.”

      “Even good kids are tiring.” Liv smiled. It would be good to see John and little Maggie before school started. She was pretty sure Maggie would be starting kindergarten this year. “I can be there Thursday. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah, that’s great. We can stay the weekend so that you can get settled in, maybe get in touch with some people so that you’re not alone. June is up in the mornings usually, but she ends up sleeping most of the day away.”

      “Thanks Rachel. I’ll message when I’m flying out so that I don’t risk waking mom. Is she up now?”

      “No, she’s sleeping. She’ll be happy to see you.”

      “How is she?”

      “I wish she was better. She’s going to tell you she’s fine and not to fuss over her. Don’t listen. She doesn’t have strength for very long. The doctors have her on chemo and it’s really taking a toll on her this time.”

      “I’ll make sure she rests. I’ll see you soon.”

      Liv hung up and sighed, leaning her head against the window.

      Neil was not going to be happy.
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      Neil arched his fingers together and touched them to his lips. He had taken the news of Liv’s impending departer better than she thought he would. She had expected him to shout – not at her, but at the situation. He usually shouted when he was frustrated, though he rarely yelled at anyone directly.

      “I’m not going to lie. It’ really bad timing.”

      “I know.” Liv held onto the back of the chair that sat in front of Neil’s desk. “I’m going to talk to Mom’s doctors about getting her care transferred here to DC. I’m just not sure how long that will take.”

      He sat back and folded his arms. “It’ll be fine. Take the time you need and make sure your mom is taken care of. I looked over the notes you sent me, and I think you might be onto something about Garnet. Who do you want looking into things while you’re gone?”

      “I already talked to Reggie. He’s going to start talking to people and doing some digging. He’ll be sending me information so that I can get a good story written up and follow up on close leads if I need to.”

      Neil nodded and smiled. “Teamwork is what I always like to see. It sounds like you have a game plan. Just send me a draft and let me know how you want to spin it. I’ll let you know if I hear of anyone else chasing this lead.”

      “Thank you, Neil.”

      This had been the part she was most worried about. Liv loved her job and she liked working with Neil. He listened to his staff and backed them up. More than that, he fostered mentorship in his newsroom to keep competition between the seasoned members and up-and-comers like her from causing rifts.

      “I miss you if you’re here.” Neil let slip a slight smile before he looked down at the papers on his desk.

      “See you soon.” Liv turned and headed out of the office. Reggie had everything he needed, at least right now. She had her work backed up on her laptop, so she didn’t need anything from her desk here. She made her way to the elevators and pulled out her phone to swipe through her messages, tapping the screen when she found her conversation with Alex.

      I have to cancel my appointment, but I’ll send you payment anyway. I’m not sure when I’ll be able to reschedule.

      She sent the message. She wasn’t sure if Alex wasn’t going to be in a session, or how they’d react to her last-minute cancellation.

      As the elevator dinged open, her phone buzzed. Liv swiped it to read Alex’s response.

      Thank you. Just let me know. I hope all is well.

      Liv stepped into the elevator. She would not say that all was well, but things here were stable. That was important. Knowing she had her job to come back to and Alex would be there to decompress with, she was pretty sure that she could handle whatever home tossed her way.
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      The Earth pulled away from the plane. Liv sat back into her seat and closed her eyes. She heard someone shuffle in their seat and the sound of a sympathetic mumble. Was it for her? Did they assume she was experiencing some dread of flight?

      Liv loved to fly. What she hated was going home.

      Stark was a small town about thirty miles into the middle of nowhere from Chattanooga. It started its life as a coal-mining town run by Stark Coal. When the mines stopped producing, the Starks left, leaving their name and unemployed workers behind. The town could have crumbled, but people found life after coal. Now, the town was a haven for hikers who wanted the scenery of the Appalachian Trail without the grueling trip.

      Her mother ran a camera store and photography studio. In the age of Instagram and digital photos, June’s Photography did well year around. If out-of-towners weren’t coming in to get prints of their hiking photos, the school or one of three churches in the town was booking photo shoots.

      Then there were the family photos.

      No matter how fast humanity progressed into the future, they couldn’t seem to get away from putting pictures up on walls.

      An hour and a half flight was barely enough time to relax, but more than enough time for memories to try to creep their way in. Liv kept them at bay with her phone until they landed in Chattanooga. Her driver kept her occupied with tourist banter as they wound their way to Stark. When he asked if she was there for hiking, she elected to tell him yes. It meant she didn’t have to talk about being from there or answer his questions.

      “You know Stark has two claims to fame, though, right?” the driver asked as they entered the town proper. Two roads met at the Town Center, where the Town Hall sat in the center. Various buildings lined each road, making up the town itself. The various neighborhoods for residents were north and south of town, while the hotels and cabins for tourists were east. Her mother’s store was on the south road, but her house was north.

      She wouldn’t get to see the old shop tonight.

      “Really?” Liv was curious what the town’s claim to fame was outside of the hiking trails and mountain vistas.

      “Act surprised when people tell you. They have a hot-shot reporter who works the White House Press Room from here.” He followed the roundabout to go north. “And the town has become the place for gay weddings. Spring and early summer I drive at least two or three couples up almost every weekend. They like the mountains, and the photography studio here gives discounts for same-sex couples.”

      “That’s amazing.” Liv laughed to herself. Her mother hadn’t mentioned photographing same-sex weddings. She wondered who was doing the officiating.

      He pulled up in front of her mother’s square Victorian and gave a whistle. “Wow. Air BnB set you up nicely.”

      “Yeah.” Liv marked a tip on her phone and grabbed her bags. “Stay safe.”

      She made her way up the walkway to the porch as the door opened and John and Maggie ran out to greet her.

      “Livvie!”

      Liv dropped her bags and put her arms out to greet her young cousins. They were both bigger than she expected. John had to be eleven now and Maggie was … Liv wasn’t sure, but this girl wasn’t in kindergarten anymore.

      How long had it been since she’d seen them?

      “How are you guys doing?” Liv asked as John tried to pick up both of her bags, then settled on just one. Liv picked the other back up and followed them back into the house.

      “We’re good.” Maggie dropped her voice as they entered the house. “Mom says we have to be quiet. Grandma June is with the doctor now.”

      She followed John up to her old room and they left her bags on the floor as they followed Maggie back downstairs. Rachel waited in the kitchen, sipping coffee. The kitchen and breakfast nook looked like the corner of a pride parade with rainbow pictures hanging on every wall. The old rustic noteholder had been replaced with one made to look like the Stonewall Inn. A church calendar sat in the first slot.

      Liv picked it up curiously. “Mom started going back to church?”

      “The little one, yeah.” Rachel put her cup down. “They got a new woman pastor whose real progressive. June says all of the younger people in town like going to it.”

      The flyer was two-months old now and still bore messages about Pride Month.

      “Mom’s really gotten involved with stuff, huh?” Liv put the flyer back.

      “Yeah. She practically adopted Scott when he came out and hasn’t spoken to mom since.” Rachel gave a smirk and peered through the doorway, presumably to see where the kids had run off to.

      The luster of Cousin Livvie had worn off quickly, but Liv didn’t mind. She didn’t know what to do with kids for very long.

      “I don’t blame her. The only reason I talk to her is for John and Maggie.” Rachel picked up her coffee again and sipped it.

      Scott was her brother. He had come out three years ago and their mother had disowned him for it. Rachel had been furious then and it looked like those feelings hadn’t changed. Liv felt bad for both of them. She’d always loved her Aunt Betty but didn’t blame Rachel for wanting to cut her off. Rachel and Scott had always been close and growing up had been Liv’s closest friends.

      “I saw Scott’s posts from France. I haven’t had a chance to message him, but did he and Enrique break up?”

      Rachel nodded. “Yes. And he’s already chasing some new boy.” Rachel sounded both exasperated and amused. “He’s talking about following him to Italy.”

      They both giggled at the freedom of being able to just drop everything to chase someone to a whole other country. Rachel poured Liv a cup of coffee and they both sipped and played catchup until Dr. Williams emerged.

      Her mother, it seemed, had moved to the guest room downstairs.

      “How’s mom?” Liv asked.

      “She’s sleeping. She was in a lot of pain this evening.”

      “She had chemo today,” Rachel interjected.

      Dr. Williams nodded. He looked tired and his years were finally showing in graying hair and lines around his eyes. “If you don’t need me for anything, I’m going to head on.”

      “I’ll see you out.”

      Rachel went back to her coffee as Liv followed Dr. Williams to the front door. They stepped out onto the porch, and Liv closed the door behind her so that the children, playing in the living room, would not hear them talk.

      “Do you think I can come in Monday, and we can look at moving Mom’s care up to DC? She’ll probably fight me about it, but I’ll be able to talk her into it.”

      Dr. Williams shook his head. “She won’t have the energy to fight you, no matter what kind of show she puts on in the morning.”

      Liv felt her skin turn cold. “How bad is she?”

      “Right now, chemo is holding the cancer at bay, but not pushing it into remission. This round of treatment is taking a big toll on her system. I understand wanting to take her with you to DC. The hospital here is good, but nothing compared to what you have there. She won’t make the trip, though. She’s too weak.”

      That was not good news. Liv sighed heavily. “Who does she have manning her store?”

      Dr. Williams frowned deeply. “Rachel didn’t tell you?” He shook his head. “Your mother probably told her not to.”

      All of Liv’s investigative senses started tingling. “What’s happened Doc?”

      “I don’t know the story. Your mom won’t talk about it. But I do know the Town Council forced the store closed. I didn’t read the minutes, but something like that requires some kind of violation.”

      “I won’t bring it up to Mom unless she mentions it.”

      A car pulled up to the curb.

      “That’s my ride.” Dr. Williams gave Liv a smile touched with tenderness that Liv knew she should appreciate but did not like seeing. “Take care of yourself too. It’s good to see you again.”

      And healthy were the words he did not add but were implied. Liv nodded and walked back inside, past the kids who had moved from playing to deciding on a movie. They didn’t argue, just calmly discussed the options as John pronounced words Maggie didn’t know. She rejoined Rachel back in the kitchen and sat down at the breakfast table.

      “So, you didn’t mention that the city council forced Mom to close her store.”

      Rachel moved from her counter stool to another chair at the table. “June threatened to hide the coffee if I said anything.”

      It was meant to bring levity, but Liv wasn’t feeling it. “How is Mom paying her medical bills?”

      “She’s using her savings and your dad’s life insurance.”

      Liv closed her eyes and rolled her head back. “That money is for her retirement. Dad’s probably spinning in his grave.” She brought her head forward again and looked at her cousin. “What happened?”

      “City Council ruling. Beyond that, I don’t know. It’s not my city.”

      Liv narrowed her eyes and looked at Rachel. She could smell the turds on her breath.

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “I really don’t know anything about it. The only things your mom has mentioned about the store is that someone – she didn’t mention who – wanted to buy it and that the City Council closed it.”

      Liv’s investigative senses would not stop tingling. “Do you think you can hold down the fort if I go out this evening? I need a drink. Or three.”

      “Yeah.” Rachel gave a small laugh. “Just don’t plan to be out late if you need a ride.”

      “I saw the bar just off the square is still open.” Liv stood up. “I can walk there and back, no problem.”

      “Just be careful. Don’t be out too late. June wakes up around eight and she’ll want to see you in the morning.”
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      I hate this town so much. Liv looked at her half-empty glass of beer. Small town corruption was nothing new. If anything, small towns were just a microcosm of DC. Everyone who turned the gears of the town were right there – the businessmen, the politicians, the police officers, the workers. The only difference between DC and a town like Stark was what the corruption affected. In DC it could affect the nation or even the world.

      In Stark, it only affected the citizens of Stark.

      The fact that the city council was corrupt didn’t bother Liv. If she cared to think about it, she could have assumed that on her own. What she hated was how obvious they were about that corruption.

      Someone wanted to buy her mom’s store. Nothing surprising there. Even without the same-sex marriage traffic from the last few years, the business had been successful. Her mother handled all the school pictures. All three churches in the town went to her for photography for their brochures. Her mother was a household name here because there wasn’t a house, she hadn’t been in. Whether she was taking family portraits or photographs of homes to sell, she was the person everyone went to for photography.

      Who wouldn’t want to buy into that kind of business? Liv could easily see a company from Chattanooga wanting to buy her mom’s business to expand their own. When so many people were doing their photographs digitally, it would be a way for someone in a more progressive city like Chattanooga to shore up their business.

      But then the City Council had to go and close her mom’s business.

      They wouldn’t do that for some business in Chattanooga. Why would they? Someone from Chattanooga – or anywhere else for that matter – coming in to buy up a locally owned business wouldn’t bring in more money. If anything, the town might lose income as someplace else would be getting a cut of tax revenue.

      So, the would-be buyer had to be someone local. They want to buy it and her mom says no.

      And they went to someone on the Council to get her store shut down.

      “If I can’t have you, no one can.” Liv took a gulp of her beer.

      Only that didn’t scan. It would make more sense to find some obscure line in the town charter to force a buyout. Forcing the business closed would just make things worse for them when they finally broke her down enough to sell.

      In a week or two, her mother would need to be setting up contracts with the school for sports and class photos for the year. Now, the school would have no choice but to go to another company – probably one of the standards that school usually used. It wasn’t that there weren’t other photographers in town. Liv knew there were. But most of them were hobbyists or were people her mother contracted to do the actual photography work.

      None of them would benefit from this move. They were probably hurt by it too.

      If someone did want to force a buyout, why go to the Council? Her mother’s struggles with cancer had been going on since Liv was a child. Everyone in town knew. If someone really wanted her mom’s store, all they had to do was wait it out. If the cancer didn’t take her this time – and Liv was under no illusions about how much work the word if was doing right now – it would take her sooner rather than later. Each time it found a new place in her body to pop up, things got worse.

      Chemo had never been kind, but her mother had never spent almost all day and night sleeping through it. When Liv was in high school and her mother underwent Chemotherapy, one of the resulting side effects had been insomnia because she had been so exhausted during the day.

      Eventually things with the business would get to a point where her mother wouldn’t be able to run it. She had set up for Liv to take over the business when she died. She might even hand it over to Liv early. She might have done so now with as bad as this round had been with the cancer.

      Liv loved her mother, but she had no interest in running the business. Her plan once she took it over was to simply have one of her mother’s employees run the business for her, paying them the executive salary to do so. If someone wanted to buy the business, Liv would probably be willing to sell it.

      It was so obvious to Liv that the attempted buyout and the Council’s move were related. This wasn’t a case of correlation or coincidence. Whomever had attempted the buyout had pushed someone on the Council to act.

      Only – this wasn’t just about buying the store.

      Someone had wanted to make her mother hurt.

      The bar crowd, small when Liv had come in, had thinned out while Liv sat, thinking over her beer. The tables around her were empty now. Somewhere behind her, a glass slammed down on a table, the sound echoing Liv’s own feelings.

      Someone was hurting her mother while she was suffering through the worst round of chemotherapy she had ever been through.

      Next to her, a chair moved, and a shape plopped down into it. Liv turned her head to see who had joined her and her blood froze in her veins. A face from the past she had hoped to avoid met her.

      Sam glared at her; his pupils dilated. “Look who’s back in town.” His voice was surprisingly even for someone who was clearly drunk and so very angry. “It’s so nice of you to come down where all the lowly people live.”

      “Well, Mom’s sick, so I’ve come to help her around the house.” Maybe he wouldn’t be so drunk that he’d ignore basic human decency and just drop the fight he seemed to so desperately want to pick.

      “You know what would really help you mom?” Sam propped his elbow on the table. “If you hadn’t left in the first place.”

      Liv sighed. After eight years, why was he still harboring this much bitterness?

      “Maybe if you hadn’t left your mom wouldn’t even be in the situation, she’s in now. Did you think of that? Did you think about how much harm you were doing by leaving?”

      I really don’t want this conversation right now … or ever.

      Sam took a breath and was about to continue. Liv leaned forward and kissed him before he could utter whatever else was on his mind. His lips were warm and tasted like thick bourbon.

      When she broke the kiss, he simply sat there, blinking his eyes. Liv stood up and started walking away. The pleasant, think-inducing buzz she had was gone now thanks to Sam. She wanted to be far away from him now. She pulled out some cash from her pocket and tossed it on the bar. It was more than she owed for her tab and any reasonable tip, but that was okay. If Sam started bitching, he might appreciate the extra.

      As Liv made her way across the parking lot toward the street, the bar door opened behind her.

      “That’s just like you. Kiss me and leave.” The slamming door punctuated Sam’s statement. “That’s your think, though right. Kiss and leave. Is that how all hot-shot DC reporters act?”

      Liv stopped next to a car she presumed was his – a Chevy car instead of a Chevy truck. She turned around and pointed at him as she spoke. “You have no idea why I left or how much it hurt, so maybe you should just shut the fuck up before you make yourself look dumber than you already are.”

      “You hurt?” Sam balled up his fists as he stormed toward her.

      Here it comes. She steadied herself, waiting for one of his fists to fly. Instead, he took hold of her hips as he kissed her, pushing her up against his car. It was passionate and forceful. She could feel his anger as his tongue pried her lips apart to seek hers.

      Part of her wanted to push him away and slap him. His hands squeezed her hips and hot fire shot through her body, igniting everything. The thought of pushing him away withered away as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders and dug her nails into his back through his shirt. Every part of her wanted to fuck him until she was too tired to care about his anger.

      He let go of her hip and fumbled with the door, pulling it open. He pushed her and she fell into his back seat, narrowly missing the top of the car. He was on top of her as she barely caught her breath. As his hands tried to rip through her pants, finding the snap instead to undo them, she pulled the button through his and let the force of pushing them down undo his zipper.

      His lips left hers. He kissed the bottom of her jaw and nipped at the skin with his teeth. Once his hands had pushed her pants down, she felt his cock pushing between her thighs. He grabbed her hands, pulling them up over her head and her legs opened of their own accord.

      Sam thrust into her. There was no preamble, no tease, no play. He had one goal and he took it. He pulled back and thrust into her harder, squeezing her wrists as he did so. The rush of being bound under him flooded through Liv. When he pulled back and thrust again, he slid easily, and she let herself release a moan.

      She might regret this later. He thrust harder, his body pounding into hers as though he were trying to crush her hips with his.

      Maybe he was.

      It didn’t matter. She pushed her hips up to meet his next thrust and he grunted. She could feel his cock throbbing and she squeezed, using the same exercise Alex had taught her.

      “Fuck.” It was the only word Sam spoke. He thrust, harder and faster, grunting and repeating the word. It felt like he would just drive himself through her body and land against the other door, and Liv welcomed it. Her pelvis throbbed and she could feel the sharp pain of bruising but all she wanted was more of it.

      Harder. She didn’t want to say anything. She might break the spell of his anger.

      Finally, he thrust himself hard against her. She let out a cry as he pressed into fresh bruises and his cock pulsed, warm fluid streaming into her in fiery bursts. As his thrusts slowed and his cock began to shrink out of her, Liv realized that he had come, but she hadn’t.

      And she realized … she didn’t care.
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      “A hate fuck, really?” Rachel sipped her coffee. John and Maggie played outside, running around the yard. They would let out some shout, and then immediately quiet down. Liv’s mother was not awake yet, but it was not eight yet either.

      “Yeah.” Liv picked up her coffee and adjusted in her chair. Sitting down was not the most comfortable thing in the world. At the same time, the pain carried memory and she felt herself grow warm and tight beneath her belly.

      She sipped her coffee and looked over the cup at her cousin.

      “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” Rachel gave a small shrug. “What’s up?”

      “Does it ever bug you when you have sex with Allen, and you don’t come?”

      Rachel laughed over her cup before taking another sip. She set it back down with a wry smile on her lips. “You ask that like I’ve ever come while we’re having sex.”

      “I’m being serious.” Liv looked down and listened for the sound of her mother’s morning bell. It sat on her nightstand for her to ring when she woke up.

      “I am too.” Rachel leaned in closer over the table. “The sex is for Allen. I get the foreplay.”

      Liv shrugged. “Yeah, okay. I get that. I like to come during sex, though, and it usually bothers me when I don’t. It’s like the guy isn’t trying, you know?” She sipped her coffee and settled back into her chair, trying to ignore the way she hurt as she shifted. At least this kind of pain wouldn’t last long. “Last night, though, it was like … who needs an orgasm?”

      “Maybe you did get off.” Rachel sat back and folded her arms as though she were suddenly an expert. “Maybe it’s not just about the big O and you just got off on the sex being rough.”

      Liv thought on that. The way Sam had grabbed her wrists had invoked thoughts of her sessions with Alex. She never had an orgasm when Alex whipped her, but she would definitely say, with the way she felt after – light and almost dreamlike – that she had definitely gotten off.

      “Yeah, no I get you.” Liv gave Rachel a small smile and they both started giggling over their coffee.

      This was nice. She had missed Rachel far more than she realized and was sad to know she’d be leaving in a few days.

      I could always fly to Chattanooga to visit.

      “Look at you two.” Liv’s mother said as she came into the kitchen. Her voice sounded older than the last time Liv had talked to her on the phone. For a moment, she had sounded like Grandma. “Conspiring like you’re still in school.”

      Liv turned as her mother grabbed the counter to steady herself. Liv jumped to her feet and rushed over to help her make her way to the breakfast table. Her mother took the chair between Liv and Rachel.

      “Mom, why didn’t you ring your bell? It’s there so we can help you get up.” Liv tried to keep her voice gentle as she chided her.

      “I love you too.” Her mother smiled and looked at the coffee cups on the table. “Now, how about some coffee?”

      Rachel frowned, but Liv held up her hand. She remembered the restrictions that Rachel had already gone over with her.

      “No coffee, Mom. I’ll make breakfast for you, and you can have your juice.”

      “Oh joy.” Her mom rolled her eyes, but her smile did not fade.

      Liv stood up to make breakfast.

      “I’m going to go ahead and run to the store for you guys.” Rachel stood. “June, do you want me to leave the kids here to take them with me?”

      “They can stay.” Liv’s mother’s smile broadened. “It was so nice to hear them playing in the yard when I woke up.”

      Liv felt a pang in her chest and pushed away the sadness that tried to flood in with it. Rachel and the kids were only going to be here a couple of more days. She didn’t want her mom thinking that they were upsetting her.

      Rachel kissed Liv’s mom on the forehead and walked towards the front of the house. Liv heard the jangle of keys and the front door opened. As it closed, Liv opened the refrigerator and pulled out the carton of egg substitute and low sodium turkey bacon. These were not her own choices for food, but Rachel said they were food she tolerated well in the mornings, and the protein was important for her body right now.

      “How is the paper?” Her mom asked as Liv pulled down a skillet and set it on the stove.

      “It’s good. Me and a colleague are working on a story now, looking into some odd payments the President made.” Liv sprayed the pan and shook the carton.

      “I saw that there were some payments to that lawyer in New York who’s in all the trouble now.” Her mom shook her head. “You’d think these politicians would learn to be more careful who they do business with.”

      “The First Lady is divesting some business interests she had in New York since she’s going to be sitting in on Cabinet meetings. James Michaels might be trouble but he’s probably one of the best business lawyers in NYC, so it’s not surprising to me.” She poured egg substitute into the skillet and toss three strips of think, pink bacon-like turkey meat onto a flat pan to sizzle. “So, how’s the store?”

      “I had to close it.” Her mom sounded like someone rehearsing a studied answer.

      “Really?” Liv looked over her shoulder at her mother. “Why?”

      “The cancer. Everything came on so suddenly. I didn’t have time to set things up, so it was just easier to close the doors. I’ll reopen it when I’m better.”

      Liv turned back to her cooking and nodded.

      A well-rehearsed lie. If Liv hadn’t already been told what had happened, she might have even believed it.

      This wasn’t something to confront her mom about, though. If she were lying, she had a reason, and it wasn’t malicious. Maybe she didn’t want to worry Liv. Maybe she was protecting her.

      Both?

      “I hate to think about your employees being out of work,” Liv said. “Maybe we can reopen it and I can help get things set up for one of them to run it for you for now. School’s starting soon and I know you don’t want to miss the school photos.”

      “I suppose that’s something we can look at when I have a little more energy. I just don’t think I can handle legal forms and contracts right now.”

      You didn’t mention your employees. Did you pay them some of their wages and you don’t want to tell me because I’ll worry about money for you – or do you just feel that guilty that you weren’t able to?

      “When you feel up to it, I’ll do the reading and give you the highlights.” Liv decided to drop it there and moved conversation on to more idle things as she finished cooking and watched her mother eat.
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      Liv was never able to impress on people just how small of a town Stark was, so no one understood that when she said she could go anywhere in the town and people knew who she was – not because she was a DC journalist, but because she was from there – that she was not exaggerating. By now half the town knew she and Sam had fought in the bar last night because the bartender knew who they were. That kind of familiarity stole privacy away and made every indiscretion a topic of discussion.

      Sometimes, though, that familiarity had its advantages.

      Sue Strom worked the clerk desk at the City Hall. The two of them had gone to school together, so when she saw Liv enter, she didn’t need identification.

      “Olivia Miller! I haven’t seen you in years!” After that greeting, Sue wasted no time chattering away about which of the schools “power couples” had actually gotten hitched and started families. Liv barely listened, nodding along. When Liv managed to interject that she wanted to browse the public records, Sue did not even blink. She gestured the direct that Liv needed to go and continued chattering, wrapping up her list.

      Later, everyone would know that Liv stopped by to browse. That was okay. Her mother was severely ill. Obviously, Liv would be preparing for the worst.

      She found the cabinet that held the town council minutes and opened it. Rachel told her when the store had actually closed its doors, and Liv worked back from there. Most of the meetings – one per week – were short affairs with few notes. The Council met because they were expected to more than because they needed to. Finding the day was easy.

      The reason, though, was illusive.

      The issue of closing the store was on the docket – but no indication of who put it there. It passed with a unanimous vote. There was nothing about why it had come up for vote or what the alleged violations were. No indication that anyone made a case one way or the other.

      This was not good. Either this had been added to the minutes after the meeting or the Council had been goaded into just going along. Neither possibility was good.

      Liv took a quick snapshot of the minutes with her phone and put them away. As she left the records room, she heard Sue once again chattering away. She caught the sound of a man trying to speak and something made her cautious. She closed the door quietly behind her.

      “Well, you enjoy your lunch Councilman Lewis.”

      Liv heard the exasperated sigh and darted down the hall, away from the front lobby. She spotted an exit sign and left through the small door.

      So, Sam Lewis was on the town council.

      Liv walked from the back of the Town Hall to the sidewalk and turned to stroll. If she ran into Sam, then it would just be a coincidence. Her phone buzzed and she swiped it awake.

      Good news and bad news.

      The next was from Reggie.

      Just lay it out, she sent back, and waited.

      Good news is, I found out who Garnet is and his connection to the First Fam. Bad news, we’re not the first to look into him.

      Him … that meant Garnet wasn’t who Liv thought they were. She didn’t like that someone else had beaten them to the story, though.

      Email what you got. Who and what kind of lead time?

      As Liv waited, another message came through to her from a number she didn’t recognize – but it was local to Stark. That was weird. Any important numbers – her mom, Rachel, the doctors, even the hospital – were all in her phone. Who had her number and how?

      Jackie at the Post. She said it’s coming out Wednesday, but she might be lying about the day.

      Liv sighed. I’ll see what we have and go from there. Thanks.

      As she started to swipe over to the other message, Reggie sent a response. NP. BTWs an old friend called and said he lost your number. Hope you don’t mind.

      Liv clicked her tongue. She knew she should say something to Neil. No one was supposed to give out personal phone numbers to people who called the offices. But … Reggie also knew what was happening with her mom. He probably thought he was doing her a favor making the exception.

      NP.

      Liv swiped over to the other message.

      It’s Sam. I’d like a repeat of last night.

      Reggie might have been more genius than he knew. Hooking up with Councilman Lewis might help her get to some answers. He had to have been there when the Council voted about her mom’s store – or he’d be able to confirm if no vote ever came up.

      One condition. No strings. No feelings.

      She wasn’t sure if he’d agree to that. No one was as angry as he was without having feelings involved.

      Okay. But if it’s not … a thing I need to keep it on the downlow.

      That was interesting. Liv felt her curiosity pique. Why?

      Was he married? He wouldn’t be the first married man she fooled around with, but she wasn’t sure she wanted that possible secret floating around town. Then again, Rachel would have mentioned if he was married.

      I’m a Deacon. Pastor Roberts wouldn’t look to highly on that.

      Well, a Councilman and a Deacon. For a man drunk in a bar on Thursday night, Sam Lewis had become quite the community leader.

      No prob.

      I’ll text you later. We’ll meet up tonight.

      That was that.

      Liv smiled to herself. Her Garnet story might be washed up, but it seemed she had something rather interesting brewing here. She quickened her pace and walked along the west road heading out of town. A small diner sat nestled between the “Tourist Center” and the old drug store. Liv stepped into a flurry of chatter and tinkling plates and looked around until she saw a young woman with rainbow streak through her blonde hair wave to her.

      “You’re Trish?” Liv sat down.

      The girl nodded. She was maybe nineteen with wide blue eyes. This was the girl who helped run her mom’s store. She seemed awful young for that kind of responsibility. “How’s June doing?”

      “Some days are better than others,” Liv said. “But she’s eating food and resting, so I’m hopeful.”

      Trish smiled as she let out a breath. “Good. Your mom’s such a good person.”

      “She is.” Liv liked this girl.

      “So why did you want to see me?” Something in the way Trish looked as she asked the question, how her eyes narrowed slightly, and her brow barely furrowed made Liv think she was a little older than she looked.

      “I thought you might know something Mom isn’t really wanting to talk about.”

      “The store closing?” Trish dropped her voice a little, so that Liv could barely hear her over the light cacophony of noise. “She didn’t do anything wrong, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Liv nodded. “I didn’t think she had. I heard someone tried to buy out the store before the Council forced it closed, though. Do you know anything about that?”

      Trish shrugged. “That’s just Pastor Roberts being himself. Ever since the gays,” she said the words in a mock terrorized tone, “started coming into town, he’s been trying to pressure businesses to not offer them services. But they spend good money. June especially has been all about them because of her nephew and has really been advocating for businesses to step up. I figure he thought if he could buy her out, no one would need to listen to her anymore.”

      Liv sat back. That was interesting information, but less helpful than she had hoped. Pastor Roberts was a traditionalist, but he wasn’t corrupt. The thing that had aggravated her mother enough to leave the church when Scott came out was that Pastor Roberts was a good, kind man who cared about his congregation and the town – he just wanted them to understand they were going to Hell if they weren’t straight.

      “Something wrong?” Trish asked.

      Liv shook her head. “I’m missing something.”

      Trish shrugged her shoulders. “Yeah, I get that.”
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      Liv sat back in the chair next to her mother’s bed and sighed. She was sleeping – finally. This afternoon had not been a good one. Her mother had been in more pain and slept only in spurts. Liv had tried looking through the records her mother kept at the house looking for anything that might connect the dots Liv had found so far … only there was nothing.

      Her mother had stopped keeping business stuff at home.

      That actually made sense, though. If she was depending on Trish to help her run the store, she’d want to keep everything there so Trish had access. Running the business office out of her house wouldn’t make sense anymore.

      It meant if Liv was going to find anything else about the buyout and the Council closing the store, she was going to have to go there to find it.

      When she was sure her, mother wasn’t going to wake again, she stood up and walked out of the room.

      Rachel was in the living room with a book open. Her and the kids’ bags were partially packed.

      “Are you sure you’re okay to stay until next weekend?” Liv asked as she slipped her shoes on and picked up Rachel’s keys.

      “Yeah. Allen’s going to take care of the school shopping so that I’m not rushing around as soon as we’re back in town. Are you sure you’re okay with what you’re doing?”

      Liv really did not want to answer that question. “Yeah.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Liv grunted as Sam pulled the belt around her wrists a little too tightly. It hurt, but the rush it sent through her body made her ignore that and she watched him move around the small motel room, his eyes taking in her naked body. He had her fastened against the headboard. She pulled and the wood creaked. She could probably just break it and get free if she had to, but she didn’t think it would come to that.

      As much hate as she saw in those eyes, she saw raw lust as well. He wanted her and she wanted to feel him thrust into her again. He crawled onto the bed as he pushed his pants down and pushed her legs apart with his knees.

      With no words spoken and nothing to prepare her, he brought his hard cock between her thighs and pushed his way in. He grunted as friction gave way quickly to her wetness and he slammed hard into her pelvis. He gave a dark smile and pulled back, thrust harder this time.

      She brought her hips up with each thrust forward. Their bodies smashed together and the bruises from the other night re-awoke with a vengeance, sending sharp pains through her body. She let out a small cry of pleasure and pain as he thrust forward again. She wanted to feel more of it, for his body to punish for her what she was doing right now.

      Sam let out a deep, guttural sound somewhere between a growl and a moan. His cock began to throb, and Liv felt her mind twist into a coil. She tightened her muscles around him as he thrust hard into her. The guttural sound became a cry as she trapped him inside her, and he pulsed. He fell onto her, sweating now and breathing heavily as his cock continued to pulse. Slowly, Liv loosened her muscles and let his cock soften and pull out of her as Sam breathed in her ear.

      “The fuck did you do that for?” He pushed himself off her and rolled onto his back.

      “Because it was fun.” Liv felt a smooth flow of satisfaction move through her body. It wasn’t an orgasm. Truth be told, she still preferred to have one when she had sex. It was a nice feeling on its own, though, full of power and spite.

      She thought she might ask Alex about this feeling when she was back in DC and see what they had to say about it.

      The feeling was spite, but she realized as she wriggled her wrists in the belt and loosened it, that it wasn’t hate. She pulled herself free of Sam’s makeshift bonds and rolled onto her side. She didn’t hate him at all.

      She didn’t feel anything about him. She couldn’t. She didn’t have all of the pieces, not yet, but this did not look good for him. The Pastor of the church where he was a Deacon had tried to buy out her mother’s store. When his mother refused, the Town Council, on which he served, forced the store closed – with nothing about why cited in the minutes.

      This was a bad look, no matter what approach she made.

      Sam turned to look at her and she felt a pang of guilt. It wasn’t hate she had been seeing. It was just anger. He still had feelings for her, no matter what he said he agreed to. She was playing him right now, but did she have a choice?

      “Can I ask you a question?” She asked.

      He touched her cheek gently and nodded.

      “What made you want to be a Deacon? It’s not really something I ever pictured.” Liv wasn’t sure where the question came from. It just dawned on her, that intuition that liked to stir in the back of her mind, trying always to peer into shadows.

      “Michael talked me into it.” Sam shrugged. “Truth be told, I like it fine. Most of the time I just stand around while people walk to their seats on Sunday. Or I help keep things organized when Pastor Roberts is marrying someone.”

      Liv did her best to stifle a laugh. “Michael wanted you to be a Deacon?” She could not hold it back. The Michael she remembered was nothing but trouble, a kid who drank too much in high school, liked to speed down the road and shout at tourists, and chafe at the morality of his father. He and Sam were best friends in school, and Michael was always getting him not trouble.

      Now he was getting him into church.

      “He grew up pretty fast,” Sam said. “Turned over a new leaf. After you left town, he started helping his dad at the church and ministering to the kids. One day he asked if I’d apply with him to serve as a Deacon. I said sure.”

      Click!

      “Thick as thieves still, huh?”

      Sam laughed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Liv laid her head down and snuggled against his chest. “Ya know, being back makes me miss stuff like that.” She did not want Sam to see her face right now. She closed her eyes. “I’ve been thinking and ya know, I’m going to go petition the Town Council to let me reopen mom’s store this week.”
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      Liv flicked the light switch for the store and frowned. Of course, her mom would turn off the power if the store was closed. It would save money and be safer anyway. If something shorted out, the store was full of chemicals that would love to play with some sparks. She pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight.

      A message flashed up on her notifications.

      I’m across the street in the alley. I’ll text if I see anyone.

      Liv really liked Trish. As soon as she mentioned that she needed to look through documents in her mom’s office, Trish had volunteered to keep a lookout. She wasn’t supposed to be in the store. Even though it was still her mom’s, because the Council had forced it closed, entering would still be considered trespassing. According to the sign on the door, no one was allowed in without a Deputy of the Court present.

      The Council would only be able to force the store closed if there had been a code violation. Anyone, even the owner, would have to have someone present who could make sure they weren’t tampering with anything.

      While her mom had handed over her keys, Liv was not surprised to find an extra set in the kitchen. That was a sign to Liv that no, her mother had not violated anything.

      Sam was doing something for his best friend’s dad. A dad that his best friend had reconciled with and grown to love and respect – evidenced by becoming a church Deacon for him. So, when his dad wanted to buy out one of the primary businesses that was “hurting his ministry” – something she could see Pastor Roberts earnestly saying – it would only be natural for his best friend to put pressure on her by using his position on the Council.

      That was something that had to have a footprint, though. There had to be something. An email. A message scribbled on paper from a phone call. There would be something indicating that Sam had made contact with her mom. He wouldn’t have just hit the council first. He would have talked to her; let he know what he could do.

      After all, she had hidden an extra set of keys in her house to the store the Council had wrongfully closed and confiscated keys for.

      If nothing else, there would be sign that someone had been here to scrub any evidence of contact.

      Only, everything here looked pristine. The office was in order. The store was neat. Liv booted up her mom’s computer and ran a diagnostic on it. The last time it had been booted up had been the day morning her mom closed the store.

      Liv sighed. She was so sure of what was going on, so why couldn’t she find what she was looking for?

      The sound of glass shattering split through the store. Light flared up and terror caught in Liv’s throat. The light flickered, not bright, but steady. Someone had started a fire! She opened the closet in her mother’s office by memory and grabbed the fire extinguisher she knew was there. It didn’t matter now if anyone knew she was here. The store was full of volatile chemicals. If the fire ignited any of them, half of the block could be gone before the fire trucks arrived.

      The fire was small. Liv pointed the nozzle of the fire extinguisher and steadied herself against the kickback as a thin spray of foam spread over it. She waved it around until she was sure she coated all of the fire with it.

      If any of the chemicals had been caught with that toss, the fire wouldn’t spread down. The fumes of the smothering foam began to reach her nose. Liv held her breath and made her way carefully through the broken window. The fire was out, but it was not safe to be inside right now.

      Trish ran out from across the street. No one else was around them. She looked worried and gave Liv a hug as soon as she reached her.

      “Are you okay?”

      Liv let out a cough and assessed herself. She was thinking clearly, and she didn’t feel dizzy. “Yeah, I’m fine. I put out the fire before it could spread. Did you see who did it?”

      Trish smiled. “I didn’t just see them.” She pulled out her phone and showed Liv the picture on it, zoomed up and clear. “June ordered this for me because it’s got this really fast filter that takes clear pictures at night, and I like taking pictures with me and my friends when we go to Chattanooga to club.”

      Liv expected to see Sam there. Only – it wasn’t Sam.

      “That’s –”

      “Councilman Roberts,” Trish said.

      “Deacon,” Liv corrected her as she watched the motion capture of Michael checking to see that he was clear and tossing a flaming something through the store window.

      “I don’t know about Deacon. I don’t do the church thing. But he and Councilman Lewis are always doing charity stuff together. I never would have thought he’d do arson. That’s so weird.”

      “Yeah.”

      Liv shook her head and different pieces began to fall into place. “Weird.”
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      Sam looked up at Liv, his eyes wide and concerned. “Turnabout?”

      Liv held up the handcuffs and twirled them around her finger. “You got to tie me up last time. I thought it would only be fair if I got to tie you up this time. I just don’t have a belt.”

      She could tell he was intrigued. “Okay.”

      Liv unbuttoned her shirt and pants and let her clothes fall to the floor. Sam pulled his t-shirt over his shoulders and Liv took his hands. She fastened one cuff around one wrist, brought it through the bedframe to fasten the other end. She took hold of another handcuff and fastened his other wrist to the other side of the bed.

      Her plan had been to just do this and drop the bomb, but excitement stirred through her again. She pulled his pants down to his ankles and slid off her panties. He was already hard, and she straddled his body, bringing herself to his cock and wiggling until he was in the right spot. She pushed down, and he slid in effortlessly.

      “I hope you don’t mind it a little gentler this time.” She smiled down at him.

      She moved up, feeling him glide inside her, then pressed down again. Each time, she squeezed around him. His eyes rolled back in his head, and she felt his cock twitch inside her.

      This was nice. She placed her hands on his chest and felt the warmth of his skin under her hands. She rocked her hips, gently circling as she pulled up and pushed down again. Each time pressed into his body, she rocked her hips back, letting his body rub against her.

      The sensation began to build up, first around the cock that twitched and continued to harden inside her. Slowly as she lifted, dropped, and rocked, it she felt it grow, spreading through her torso and up into her belly.

      Finally, it spilled through her, a hot and cold rush of feeling that made her fingers and toes tingle. She let out a moan that Sam echoed as he pulsed into her. She squeezed again and he let out a cry as the pulsing intensified, sending jolts of pleasure through her body.

      This … this was how she liked sex to be.

      When the rush passed, she pulled off him and let out a deep breath. He seemed to forget to breathe for a moment, then started again with a gasp.

      “That was incredible.” He barely breathed the words.

      Liv took the cuff keys and unfastened one of the cuffs. She left his other hand bound up and set the keys on the foot of the bed.

      Sam watched her as she pulled her panties and clothes back on.

      “What the fuck?” Now, Sam would be understanding that she wasn’t going to uncuff his other wrist.

      “I’m going to give you some time to think,” Liv said as she buttoned her shirt and snapped her pants waist together. She tossed her hair and smiled at Sam gently.

      She was not in love with him. She had not been for a very long time. She wasn’t angry with him either. All of this was just something that had spiraled out of everyone’s control.

      “When the Council is in session this week, I’m going to petition to reopen Mom’s store. She’s using Dad’s life insurance money to survive right now and that’s not good. She needs income to pay her medical bills and the store will do that. So, when I do that petition, you’re going to make sure it goes through.”

      “You know this is illegal, right?” Sam pulled at his cuffs.

      Liv tilted her head to one side. “Yeah, but I don’t think you’re going to talk to anyone about it.” She opened her purse and pulled out a piece of paper and tape. She opened out the page and stuck it up onto the mirror so that Sam could clearly see Michael tossing the flaming object into her mother’s store window.”

      Sam grew pale.

      “What’s funny, I thought you pushed through closing Mom’s store to help your best friend’s dad because he wanted to buy it.”

      “He what?” Sam blinked.

      “Yeah, I figured out that was a coincidence when Michael tried to torch the place. You don’t set fire to something you want your dad to buy.”

      She closed her purse again and crossed her arms as she leaned against the vanity dresser.

      “It was just bad timing on his dad’s part,” Liv said. “I know Michael hates me for leaving you like I did. I know it hurt you. It hurt me too.”

      “Hurt you?” That anger was returning to Sam’s eyes.

      Liv shook her head.

      “I don’t know what set Michael off now,” Liv said. “Maybe it was opportunity. Maybe he was going to set it up so that his dad would be able to swoop in and buy the store later. I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that Michael used his new position on the Town Council to force my mom’s store closed and you went along.”

      Sam stuttered and Liv leaned forward to pick up the keys. He closed his mouth.

      “It doesn’t matter if you knew what he was doing or if you just went along. You know my mom. You know she wouldn’t do anything illegal, and she wouldn’t skimp on city ordinances. You saw something happening and like Michael, you knew it would hurt me.” He still looked indignant. “And then when I came to town, you fucked me and never even told me what happened. You didn’t even make something up about it. You just left it out.”

      The look faded.

      Liv set the cuff keys down on the dresser.

      “The thing is, Deacon, the good Samaritan was the person who stopped to help.” Liv put her purse over her shoulder. “That wasn’t you. But it will be. I’m going to come in there, I’m going to put in my petition, and you’re going to make sure that Michael doesn’t stop it. If you don’t, well, the only thing my editor loves more than DC corruption is small town corruption. He’s especially going to love the motion-capture of the son of the Pastor of the town’s biggest church attempting arson. So, while you figure out how you’re going to get the key off the dresser, you can think about how you’re going to convince Michael to just shut up and go along.”

      Liv smiled at Sam and left, closing the door behind her as she shouted at her.
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      Rachel laughed as Liv set her mother’s soup on the bedside table. It was nice to see her actually awake during the day. She was clearly in pain, but even that looked to be better and she had a little more color returning to her face.

      I think you’re going to pull through this.

      “Did you have to sleep with him though?” Her mom sounded both awed and terrified. “There had to be another way.”

      “There probably was, but it was fun.” Liv gave her mother a grin and Rachel broke out into another laugh. “I didn’t think he was involved at first anyway.”

      Her mother glared at Rachel until the laugh settled into a light snicker.

      “So, the Council voted unanimously to remove the ban on the store. I’m going to reopen it. Trish will run everything until you’re recovered, and the doctor clears you to work again. I’ve already arranged for the repairs on the window and just told the insurance company that I found a rock thrown through the window. I didn’t mention the fire part. There was almost nothing burned.”

      “I’m glad you were there.” Her mother patted Liv’s hand. “I’m also glad you weren’t hurt.”

      “The danger makes it fun.”

      Liv’s phone buzzed.

      Can I talk to you? I’m out front.

      Liv rolled her eyes. “I gotta go deal with something.”

      Her mother nodded. Liv stood up and left the room, walking through the house to the front door. Sam stood outside on the sidewalk, looking up at the house. Liv walked down to walkway and stood there, with the small yard between the two of them. He wasn’t angry, which was a nice change.

      “I don’t guess I’m sorry is the thing to say?” Sam asked.

      Liv shrugged. “I don’t think it matters. Sometimes we just realize we have to do something, even if it’s going to hurt people really badly. We don’t think about the hurt. We just think about what we’re feeling and making that feeling stop.”

      “Like you leaving?” Sam’s eyes were gentle, and she understood why he was a Deacon. There really was a man who cared about people under there. “Why did you leave? We were happy.”

      “We were. Then I started bleeding one afternoon – profusely. Mom took me to the hospital, and it turned out I was having a miscarriage. When Doc Williams talked to me about it later, it turned out that what caused it meant I couldn’t have kids. Getting pregnant would be too dangerous for me.”

      Sam opened his mouth and closed it. “I – why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to, but all I could think about was how you were going to feel. How would you react? What would you think? What would you want to do? But I didn’t ask what I felt about it or what I wanted to do. Then it hit me – I was okay with it. I was okay that I wasn’t going to be able to have a baby. I convinced Doc Williams to tie my tubes so that I wouldn’t have to worry about it and when I recovered, I left town. Mom put me through college and promised she wouldn’t tell anyone what happened.”

      Sam looked down at the ground. “You found yourself realizing something and just had to do something about it, no matter how it hurt the other person, because it was the right thing for you to do.”

      “Yeah. Something like that.” Liv sighed.

      “If you’re going to be in town for a while, would you like to have dinner?”

      Liv considered the question and the man standing on the sidewalk. She wasn’t sure after everything that happened if he was trying to ask her out on a date, or if this was just a peace offering.

      “No.”

      He frowned.

      “I appreciate the offer,” Liv said. “I think maybe it’s best though if we both just move on.”

      He sighed. She did not see any anger there. She saw some guilt and a lot of sadness.

      But no anger.

      

      To Be Continued…
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      Austen Fox always knew how to get under my skin.

      When she arrived at our foster home four years ago, I recognized the pain she carried with her.

      She deserved more than she had been dealt in life. She’s worthy of far more than I could ever offer her, and that's why I've warned her to stay away.

      After her brief stay at Haven Brook, I never expected to see her again, especially not hundreds of miles from where we once lived.

      We’ve both had our share of secrets we've kept hidden. Secrets we'd fight at everything to stay buried.

      When I find out someone is blackmailing Austen, it's enough to change the game for me and I quit fighting what I always knew to be true. I'll stop at nothing to take down whoever's threatening to hurt her and make them pay for what they've done. 

      Even if it means fighting until my last breath.

      I'm Wild Irish, and I'm ready for war.
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      I’ll never forget how scared I was sitting in the back of a police car.

      It’s one of those memories that’s hard to wipe away from your mind. It was after three in the morning when the cops showed up at our apartment. Without explanation, they instructed me to come with them because they were taking my mom to jail.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d been arrested, and sadly, I knew it wouldn’t be the last. What I didn’t know at the time, while tears streaked down my face, was this time would be different. 

      She wouldn’t be coming home for at least five years.

      The days after I arrived at Haven Brook were the hardest of my life. Every day I waited in the hopes my dad, or someone in my family, would show up to take me away. I’d have the home I desperately wanted to have growing up.

      Every day I went to bed disappointed and heartbroken.

      I didn’t have a lot of friends, especially at Haven Brook. That’s what first drew me to Ryder. He was quiet, kept to himself. I’ve only ever heard him talk when he was being spoken to, and even then, he didn’t have much to say. He’d give clipped, one or two word responses. He blew most people off, never giving them the time of day. 

      I’ve heard the whispers about him. He’s one of the longest residents at Haven Brook. I guess watching the other kids come and go, their parents coming back to get them, stuck with him over time.

      I always wondered what it was about him and his past that made him so closed off.

      So, when I wake up in the middle of the night to find him standing over me, I immediately have alarm bells going off in my head. 

      “Are you okay?” he whispers. 

      “What the hell are you doing in here, Ryder?” I push myself up in my bed, glancing around the bedroom.

      There’s four bedrooms in total and each one had four beds a piece. Two rooms for the girls and two for the boys. I claimed one of the spots in the far back corner. The bed is pushed back into a small nook built into the wall. Something about it felt safe, cozy. 

      Ryder was in the boy’s room across the hall from me.

      “I was up getting a glass of water and I heard you crying.”

      I reach my hand up, dabbing it along my cheek, finding it damp from my tears. I brush my fingers through my hair before pulling the blanket up under my chin, staring up at his bright blue eyes. Even in the darkness I could still see them sparkling like crystals. They remind me of what I’d imagine the ocean looks like. 

      The stark contrast between his dark hair, longer on top, to the color of his eyes is something that’s caught the attention of the other girls at Haven Brook. If he noticed, he didn’t seem to care.

      He clears his throat and I snap out of it. I shake my head, gazing down at my blanket trying to remember what he had said.

      Oh, right, the dream.

      I’ve been having the same dream over and over for the past three nights. It is less of a dream and more like a flashback. We were living in our apartment on the other side of town. It wasn’t much, but it was the best my mom could find with low-income housing.

      I got used to waking up in the middle of the night from the sounds of fighting and emergency sirens going off. Our neighbors next door had a tendency of getting into it and airing their dirty laundry for the rest of the complex to hear.

      There were a few times I woke up to gunshots going off. Those were the nights I didn’t sleep at all.

      Somehow, I got so used to the sounds around me, that I couldn’t help but fear the nights when it was quiet too. That’s how the night I’ve been dreaming of started out. There was something about the silence around me that filled me with unease.

      I always knew when my mom came home by the sound of our screen door slamming shut. It was my way of knowing she made it home safe that night. 

      I remember pushing the blanket off me, swinging my legs over the side, and climbing out of bed. The floorboards creaked under my footsteps, peeking my head out of my room and down the hall.

      I was hit with the strong smell of burnt plastic. It still causes my stomach to roll at the memory. I lifted my shirt to cover my face as I tiptoed down the hallway. 

      I can still see everything so clearly in my mind. The blinds were closed, only the TV and the light above the stove were on, making it harder to see. I almost missed her when I did my first sweep. A niggling thought in the back of my mind forced me to check again, wanting to make sure my mom was okay.

      It was everything after that moment that felt like a whirlwind. I collapsed to the floor next to my mom when I find the used syringe on the floor nearby. She was face down in a pool of her own vomit.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Ryder asks. I shake my head again, snapping myself out of the memory. His brows furrow in concern.

      “I’m good.” I nod, staring at the wildflowers printed on the comforter. I run my fingers over the silk edges, helping calm the thoughts running through my mind.

      “You didn’t sound okay when I walked in here.”

      This is the most I’ve ever heard him speak. To know he’s never shown interest in anyone, yet, wanted to come in here to make sure I’m okay, made heat radiates through my body.

      “Yeah, it’s just a bad dream,” I mutter, scrubbing my hands over my face. “I’ll be okay. I always am.”

      He glances around the room. I expect him to turn and head back to his before he peers down at me. 

      “Would it make you feel better if I stayed in here with you? I can grab a blanket and a pillow and lay here on the floor.”

      My stomach flutters. All those uncertain nights of going to sleep alone, wondering if and when my mom would come home, flash through my mind.

      “Sure,” I murmur. “If you don’t mind sleeping on the floor. I would appreciate it.”

      He disappears out of the room without a word and returns a minute later with his comforter and pillow under his arm. I feel bad for making him sleep on the floor when he tosses his pillow next to my nightstand and kneels on the ground beside me.

      “Are you sure you want to sleep down there? It doesn’t look the least bit comfortable.”

      “Where else am I going to sleep? I can’t exactly lay up there with you.”

      I picture him crawling into bed next to me when he says it. It’s not that I wouldn’t let him or don’t want him to, which is crazy to say given I barely know him. I’m more afraid of what sort of trouble we’d get into if anyone woke up and caught us.

      They’d get the wrong idea and Lord knows how it would get spun, landing us in a bigger mess.

      I peer over the bed at him, ready to tell him I’m okay with it if he is, when he shakes his head.

      “I was kidding,” he whispers. “Go to sleep, Austen. I’ll be right here if you need anything.”

      I nod, releasing a heavy sigh before collapsing on my pillow. I stare up at the neon stars stuck to the ceiling. We sit in silence for a few minutes before I roll over again, tilting my head over the side of the bed.

      “You’re staring,” he says with his eyes closed. “It’s weird.”

      “I’m not staring. I was just going to say thank you,” I fire back, my chest tightening. 

      He doesn’t move or say anything. I drag my bottom lip through my teeth before falling back onto my pillow, forcing my eyes closed.

      Ryder is gone when I wake up. I’m not surprised. I’m sure he snuck back to his room before everyone woke up.

      I spot him sitting at one of the picnic tables in the backyard after school. There’s a notebook spread open in front of him. His tall frame is bent over, focused on his drawing.

      “Hey, how was school?” I ask, moving my leg over the bench seat as he slams his notebook shut.

      His eyes shoot over to mine, watching as I sit down across from him. I try to flash him a warm smile, hoping to ease whatever tension is building between us. Any kindness I saw the night before is gone, replaced with a cold look I recognize as the Ryder I knew every day before.

      He doesn’t bother to respond. Not unless you consider the glare he flashes my way a response.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m just trying to figure out why you’re talking to me.”

      “Excuse me?” I fire back. 

      “You’re excused,” he mutters coldly, dismissing me from the conversation.

      I scoff, standing back up and adjust my backpack over my shoulder. 

      “What the hell is your problem?”

      He shrugs. “Listen, just because I do you a favor, doesn’t make us friends.”

      I smirk, my brows shooting up in surprise. This kid honestly thinks me, or anyone else around here, would consider him a friend?

      “You’ve gotta be kidding me. You did me a favor?” I laugh. “Why don’t you do yourself a favor? Get over yourself and fuck off.”

      He remains stoic, staring at me. He blinks slowly, waiting for me to leave. The beautiful eyes I saw the night before turn to ice, fitting for the cold person sitting in front of me. 

      “What would make you think I’d want to be friends with you anyway? Do you even have any?”

      His face is hard, unreadable. It only seems to grind on my nerves more. He reaches for his books, shoving them into his bag.

      He’s wearing a worn pair of denim jeans and a graphic T-shirt with “loser” plastered in large block letters.

      I move past him, not bothering to waste another second on him or this conversation. He reaches for my hand, stopping me in my tracks. He takes a step toward me, pinning me against the edge of the table.

      His nostrils flare and his brows furrow, reminding me of the way an animal stalks their prey.

      He quirks his brow, waiting for me to push him away. He’s taunting me, hoping I’ll crack right before him.

      “You really are an asshole, you know that?” I mutter.

      He smirks again. This time when he leans in close, he brushes his nose along my jaw up toward my ear, his breath feathering over my skin.

      “If you listen closely, you can hear the sound of me not giving a fuck.”

      He reaches around, grabbing his bag and stalks away from me.

      I sag against the edge of the table and cross my arms.

      As much as I want to hate him, I hate myself more for how bad I want him.
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Four Years Later

        

      

    

    
      “Damn, I wish I was there with you gorgeous.”

      “Goddamn, you’re beautiful.” 

      “Lord, the things I’d do to you.”

      I sigh, scrolling through the comments on my picture from last night. I click “like” on each one before locking my phone, and shove it into my pocket.

      Sometimes I feel like I’m living a double life, but I guess if I think about it, I am. 

      To the internet, I’m Violet Grace. To the rest of the world, I’m Austen Fox.

      I drag my hand over my face and release a sigh of relief, staring at the empty dorm room. It’s only me and my two suitcases now, but it’s all I need. 

      I’ve been waiting for this day for what feels like forever. I busted my ass in school and took on a new job just so I can leave the hell hole of my hometown and get into Eastwood University.

      I did it. I’m finally here.

      I never thought I’d be sharing intimate photos or videos online as a way of making money, but between going to school full-time and my internship, I didn’t see any other way. 

      I push myself to my feet and walk over to the mirror hanging on the wall. I smile at my reflection, raking a hand through my long dark brown hair matching my eyes. I take in the cropped tank top and black denim shorts with studs along the pocket.

      I roll my shoulders back, shaking out my hair to give it some life, and reach into my pocket for my phone. I lift my shirt up in the mirror and the camera clicks snapping a few pictures in various poses.

      I always try to be cautious of my surroundings, not wanting to give any clues as to who or where I am. Although I’ve come to find the ones in the riskiest places earn the best tips.

      “Jesus, Aimee!” I hear, followed by a heavy grunt. “How many fuckin’ suitcases do you need?”

      I frantically spin on my heels, dropping my phone on the floor in the process. I’m too focused on covering myself up, I don’t even recognize the familiar voice.

      “Austen?”

      I release an audible gasp when my eyes fall on him. What the hell is Ryder O’Rourke doing standing in my dorm?

      His eyes do a full sweep of my body, landing on my chest. His lip quirks in a smile before continuing their slow pursual, ending with his gaze locking on mine. His brows shoot up and it’s apparent he didn’t realize who he was gawking at until his eyes met mine.

      “Excuse you,” I mutter. “Do you always waltz through people’s door unannounced?”

      He drags two large suitcases into the room, heaving one of them onto Aimee’s bed, before turning his attention back on me.

      “I didn’t think anyone was here.” He glares.

      He’s changed over the years, yet so much of him reminds me of the boy I knew back at Haven Brook. 

      He stands tall, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. He carries himself with confidence, his bright blue eyes framing his handsome square face. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with the words “fuck your feelings” printed across the front. His hair is buzzed to his scalp and I briefly wonder what it would feel like against my skin.

      There’s a commotion in the hallway and he points his finger at my chest. 

      I look down, turning to check myself out in the mirror. Heat blazes over my cheeks when I notice my bra tucked into my shirt, the two tangled together during my desperate attempt to cover myself up. 

      I press my lips together, staring at Ryder in the mirror wearing a smirk on his face. I blink my wide eyes at him, as if telling him to turn the hell around. He shakes his head and focuses on moving the other suitcase near the foot of Aimee’s bed.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” he quips when I turn back around.

      “What am I doing here?” I repeat, wondering the same thing. “I live here. This is my dorm.”

      “You…” he draws out. “You’re staying here with Aimee?”

      I can’t believe this is even possible. I haven’t seen Ryder since I left Haven Brook. I was there for a week before my mom was released on bond and finally got me out of there.

      Ryder was still there, still being an asshole every day until the day I left. He never came to my room again and we never spoke about that night either.

      I always wondered why he cared enough to comfort me, only to turn around and treat me like he didn’t give a shit the next.

      “Are you going to move your ass, Ryder?” A woman huffs. Judging by the sass in her tone, I’m going to throw out a guess it is Aimee. I can picture her standing behind him, arms crossed in frustration. 

      Ryder stands in the doorway, blocking her from coming through.

      I exchanged a few texts with Aimee when we found out we’d be rooming together, but we haven’t spoken since.

      She comes barreling through the door a moment later, pushing Ryder out of the way as she does. Her bright smile is infectious, her blonde hair bouncing in a ponytail behind her as she rushes toward me, wrapping her arms around me in a hug.

      Ryder watches me stand frozen in place, using his fist to cover his laugh. I warm up to her though, patting my hand along her back to return her greeting. It is safe to say I’m not used to the affection like she is.

      “It’s so good to finally meet you.” She grins. She pulls back, glancing from me and back to Ryder. 

      “You, too.” I smile. “Is this your boyfriend?”

      Aimee wags her brows, sauntering over to Ryder, wrapping her arm around his waist. He pushes her away, hollering “Darren” before another man comes up to stand behind him.

      My eyes glance between the three of them, trying to figure out their dynamic.

      “Or is this one of those throuples? I’ve always wondered how they work. I mean, whatever you’re into is cool with me.”

      “A what?” Ryder’s eyes bulge, pushing away from the two of them.

      Darren’s gaze turns dark, and Aimee throws her head back in a fit of giggles. I have no idea what’s up with either of them, but I’m glad Aimee can at least laugh it off.

      “Not at all.” She presses her hand against her stomach, trying to catch her breath. “Darren is my boyfriend.” 

      She gestures toward the broody man who finally pushes his way into the room, practically tossing the last suitcase next to the others. Between him and Ryder, it’s safe to say they both have their panties in a wad.

      What would someone as sweet and outgoing as Aimee want with the two of them?

      “Austen, I think the two of us are going to get along just fine.” Aimee smiles, her heels clicking on the floor as she saunters over and collapses on her bed.

      “Wait,” Aimee asks, pushing herself up onto her elbows. “What happened between the two of you when we got here? I heard him call you Austen. Do you know each other?”

      My head snaps over to Ryder, not sure how I should answer the question.

      “I bumped into her with the door when I walked in. I didn’t know she was on the other side. I only know her name because you mentioned it when we were driving over here.”

      Her eyes narrow. She looks between the two of us, trying to gauge if he’s telling the truth. She gives us a slow nod, not quite sure if she believes him.

      “I need to go back out to the car and grab a couple bags. Darren, will you help me? We can leave our two new friends here to get their story straight.”

      She moves to stand, flashing me a wink when she walks past me for only me to see. She drags her long pink fingernail along Ryder’s chest when she passes him, spinning around to face us as she reaches for the doorknob.

      “Have fun.” She wags her brows, and Darren shakes his head before she closes the door behind them.

      I look back at Ryder, confused as to what happened and how I managed to end up standing here alone with him after all these years. It all happened so quickly; I could barely catch up.

      He stalks toward the door, appearing to leave when he reaches for the door handle, and turns back to look at me.

      “What were you doing when I walked in here?” he asks, catching me off guard.

      I force a heavy swallow, not sure what he saw when he walked in, hoping he didn’t see me taking pictures.

      “I’m not sure that it’s any of your business.” I snap. “I was changing my clothes.” 

      My voice cracks. I roll my shoulders back, tilting my head to the side, challenging him to push me on it.

      If it were anyone else and I didn’t have my scholarship on the line, I’d own my sexuality. I’ve never cared about what people thought of me, and I most definitely don’t give a fuck what Ryder thinks either.

      Still, I don’t want Ryder to suspect I was taking pictures of myself or for word to get out about them being shared with the internet.

      “I didn’t have anyone here to help me lug my shit from the bus station or up the two flights of stairs. I was freshening up and changing my shirt when you took it upon yourself to bust in here like you own the damn place.”

      He grits his teeth, clenching his jaw. His face is hard as stone, but his eyes waver, glancing down at my body. He pauses where my crop-top ends, showing off my stomach. My abs tighten from the heat of his stare.

      He may be cold as ice toward me and everyone else who tries to get close to him, but those eyes. They tell a different story.

      Sooner or later, the cold exterior he carries with him will melt away too.

      “You know, this means we’re going to be seeing a lot more of each other again.” 

      He shakes his head. His expression unreadable.

      “If you’re going to convince me you hate me, you’ll have to do a better job.”

      I reach my hand out toward him, dragging my nail across his chest like Aimee had a moment ago. The difference between when she did it to now is we both heard him suck in a deep breath when I did.

      His nostrils flair and I grin at the sight of the subtle tick in his jaw, giving himself away.

      It won’t be long before Ryder goes back to playing his games, and when he does, I’ll be ready.

      I’ll never let him see me fall.
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      “Son of a mother fucker.”

      Those were the words I heard as I round the corner of The Grind Café as my cup slams against my chest, splashing all over me.

      My lip curls in a snarl, staring down at the large wet spot before my eyes fall on Austen. Her hands are up, her eyes wide, panic shrouding her features.

      She’s lucky I ditched my coffee for water after my second cup this morning.

      “Fuck,” she mutters under her breath. “I swear I didn’t mean to run into you.”

      I’ve seen her twice in a matter of two days when she arrived on campus, and I’m beginning to fear these little run ins will be a reoccurring thing.

      “You always seem to show up wherever I am. Old habits die hard.”

      Her eyes narrow and her back goes ramrod straight. It’s the truth, and she knows it. Back when we were at Haven Brook, Austen always had a way of showing up wherever I was. 

      “Does your neck ever hurt from carrying around your giant ego?” She tilts her head to the side, full of sass. “Trust me when I say, the last thing I want is to be stuck in your miserable presence.” 

      “Take this as my one and only warning. Stay away from me.” I move to pass by her and head back toward my table.

      It isn’t worth entertaining her or this conversation for a second longer. I have more important things to focus my attention on. I don’t have the time, nor the patience, to spend talking to Austen.

      She extends her hand out toward me, gripping my arm, stopping me in my tracks. I stare down at where her small fingers hold onto my forearm, noticing the black nail polish on her fingertips.

      “Excuse me?” she retorts. “Warning me about what?”

      I clench my jaw, my gaze burning into her and her hand. 

      “Get your hand off me,” I say, each word spoken sternly, gritting my teeth.

      “What’s your problem, Ryder? I haven’t done shit to you.”

      I shrug my arm, yanking it from her hand before gesturing at the front of my shirt.

      “Does this look like nothing to you?

      “Oh, excuse me, precious. I didn’t realize a little water would cause you to melt.”

      I chuckle, looking around the small coffee shop, rubbing my hand over my jaw. The Grind had become my sanctuary of sorts when I needed to get out of my apartment. The walls are empty, the silence is deafening, and I hate being alone with my thoughts.

      She might be new on campus, but she needs to be reminded she isn’t going to get away with talking to me like this.

      “My problem, princess, is I don’t like when people touch me. You’d do well to remember that too. Next time, why don’t you worry about paying attention to where you’re going?”

      She scoffs and rolls her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. The move forces her breasts up, accentuating her cleavage. She’s dressed in a black shirt with large slits cut into the neckline, a pair of dark denim jeans and black Vans. I’m trying my hardest not to look, but damn it, I’m a man after all.

      “Whatever,” she murmurs, rolling her eyes. She moves to adjust the strap of her bag hanging from her shoulder.

      She’s gotta be fuckin’ kidding me. Did she seriously have the nerve to roll her eyes at me?

      “In case you forgot who you were talking to, let me remind you, the next time you see me it would be in your best interest to steer clear of me.”

      “Got it,” she nods, a fake smile flashing on her face. She sucks her lip ring into her mouth, seemingly unfazed by my warning. 

      She hasn’t changed from the first time we met. Even as I stand here and stare at her now, I could rattle off a list of things that remind me of her. All those same reasons are exactly why I made it my mission to steer clear of her. Austen has a way of cutting through all the bullshit and seeing through to the real me. As someone who’s worked hard to build a shell around myself, I hate her more because of it. 

      “Run along now.” I wave my hand at her, shooing her away.

      “Yeah, yeah. Fuck off.” She rolls her eyes again and smirks, strolling past me toward the front of the coffee shop.

      My eyes trail behind her as she goes, stirring up the air around us, giving me a whiff of her floral perfume.

      If she were any other person, the scent alone would make my dick hard.

      I know I have no honest reason for treating her the way I am, but there’s something about her knowing who I was before I moved to Philly that makes me want to drive her away. Moving here was supposed to be a fresh start for me. Yet, her showing up and seeing her around is like a flashback to the life we lived when we were younger hitting me square in the jaw.

      The only way I could dodge another punch was to do the only thing I could, hit her with a low blow until I knew she’d stay away for good.

      Just like the Austen I knew four years ago, she doesn’t give a crap what people think of her, much less some piece of shit like me. 

      I stalk over toward my corner and shove my stuff into my bag, tossing my now empty cup into the garbage behind me. I flash one last look toward Austen as she reaches into her pocket and pulls out her air pods, shoving them into her ears. She evidently lands on a song she likes, her foot and head bobbing in time to the music. Her hair is pulled into one of those messy buns on top of her head with a red bandana, bouncing along with it.

      She doesn’t give a shit about the hordes of people filing in and out of here, likely coming to and from class. Something about seeing her so carefree captures the attention of people around the room.

      I exhale a heavy breath, and toss the rest of my stuff in my bag before I slip out the door.

      A wall of humidity hits me, the sunshine beaming overhead. I pull out my sunglasses, shielding my eyes from the piercing rays. I reach for my pack of cigarettes and grip the end of my smoke between my lips, flipping the lighter and sucking in a deep inhale.

      The sidewalk outside of The Grind is bustling with people coming and going. The small coffee shop is located on campus, making it one of the hot spots for students in between classes.

      Despite trying to push it out of my thoughts, my mind keeps drifting back to Austen. Philly isn’t far from where we grew up in Cleveland. What are the chances we both ended up here after all this time?

      I tilt my head back against the brick wall, holding the cigarette to my mouth, and take another drag. The awning overhead gives a small reprieve from the bright rays before I make the jaunt across campus to my place. 

      A few minutes later, I watch as Austen rushes out the door, this time with a cup of coffee of her own in her hand. She sidesteps moving to stand next to me, narrowly missing a group of people walking past the coffee shop. 

      She doesn’t see me right away, but when she turns to look over, her eyes falling on mine, she laughs under her breath and shakes her head.

      “Gee precious, you’re not gonna help me out at all, are ya?”

      “Why the hell would I do you any favors?” 

      “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you to. I was simply saying if you want me to stay away from you, the least you could do is not hang out right outside the door waiting for me.”

      She holds her phone up, appearing to check the time as she takes a sip of her drink before shoving it back into her pocket. 

      If she was trying to get under my skin, it is working, when she mimics my stance and leans against the wall next to me. 

      I release a heavy sigh, which earns me a chuckle.

      “You really are too easy to tick off, ya know that?”

      I don’t even bother responding at this point.

      “You do realize now that I’m rooming with your best friend’s girlfriend, it’s going to make it pretty difficult to avoid me, at least for this year. Next year, you can badger her into working out a transfer or maybe she’ll move in with Darren herself. Until then, you might as well suck it up and accept you are once again stuck with me.”

      “Just because you are roommates doesn’t mean I have to be around you. Aimee is stuck on Darren like a leech anyway. She won’t have the time for you or whatever friendship you seem to think the two of you have.”

      “If you say so.” She shrugs, taking another drink of her coffee.

      She cuts across the busy sidewalk toward the corner, hitting the button for the crosswalk. She stands there, crossing her arms in front of her before turning her head back toward me, throwing me a wave.

      I pretend not to pay her a lick of attention, watching her out of the corner of my eye cross the street and jog toward the radio station.

      She double checks the time on her phone again, shaking her arms and legs out, as if releasing pent-up nervous energy. She takes her earbuds out and shoves them into her pocket.

      I’m lost in thought watching her, wondering what reason she has for visiting the station, when my phone vibrates in my pocket pulling me from the questions swirling through my mind.

      “Yeah,” I answer in greeting.

      “Irish,” Darren replies gruffly. “The fuck you doin?”

      I take a deep inhale from my cigarette before flicking the end. “Nothin’, chillin’ outside The Grind.”

      “Meet me at my place at ten. I’m picking up Aim and we’re heading over to Kappa.”

      Kappa Sig isn’t really my scene, but there’s a lot of hot chicks who hang around there. Those rich pricks draw in all sorts of attention with their parents’ money and fast cars. I am only lookin’ to get my dick wet and drink a little, nothing serious. 

      It isn’t like I have any other plans, and I don’t want to spend another night alone at my place, so I take him up on it.

      “All right.” I reach down to pick up my bag. “I’m gonna head back to my place to get cleaned up. I’ll see ya in a bit.”

      I disconnect the call, neither of us bothering with goodbyes. 

      I met Darren when I moved to Philly last year. He had connections all over and was friends with a few of the guys in the frat. Although he didn’t live with them, his dad was alumni which meant they considered him one of their own.

      I didn’t want to ask for the details as to how and why, but I had a feeling he was doing favors for a few of them on the down low.

      You know what they say, “More money, more problems.” Those words rang true when it came to Darren.

      We both grew up running with the wrong crowd. He watched his dad pay off people to do his dirty work, including raising his kid. Ironically enough, now he’s the mastermind behind the dirty work. Unlike him, I didn’t have the privilege of growing up with money or people looking out for me. Hell, I didn’t have a cent to my name when I arrived on campus. 

      Not until Darren entered the picture anyway. He was there then night I got into it with some prick at one of the frat’s bonfires. As soon as he saw me lay the dude out with one punch, he was all too eager to introduce himself and, as the saying goes, the rest is history.

      I bet when he got one good look at me, all he saw were dollar signs. I was nothing but a kid with an axe to grind, a fist ready for blows and a temper looking to release all its aggression. 

      We were a match made in fucked up heaven.

      My hand is still jacked up from the last favor I did for Darren. A guy name Rusty owed him some money. I didn’t ask questions, I didn’t care, to be honest. I was only in it for the payout. The money would be enough to cover me for a while.

      He asked me to convince him to cough up the money he owed, and he’d throw a brick my way. All I was going to do was rough him up a bit in hopes it would light a fire under his ass.

      Darren knew someone who told him where Rusty had been hanging out. I staked him out for a bit. He must’ve got wind I was onto him because when I finally went in for it, he was ready for me. He had two of his buddies with him who didn’t hesitate to introduce me to their crowbars. My knuckles got crushed in the process, messing up my hand.

      Ever since then, I told Darren not to come at me with any of his bullshit. 

      Don’t bring up any fights. Don’t ask me to help with a job.

      When I left Cleveland, it was with the plan of leaving that life behind. 

      I adjust the baseball cap on my head to shield my eyes from the sunlight and make a beeline across the street, deciding to take a different route today. I stop outside the radio station, attempting to see through the dark tinted windows along the front. I secretly hoping I’ll catch another glimpse of Austen but she’s nowhere in sight.

      What the hell are you doing? I mentally chastise myself.

      What did it matter why she was here or what she was up to? 

      I didn’t deserve her or her kindness back then, and I still don’t. I was leaving all the bullshit from my past in the rearview mirror the moment I hauled ass out of Cleveland.

      Austen included.
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      I swipe my palms over the front of my jeans before shaking my hands out, attempting to release the pent-up nervous energy zipping through me.

      I’ve dreamed for years of an opportunity like this to get me out of Cleveland. Everything is finally falling into place better than I could’ve ever expected.

      Well, minus the fact I’m once again forced to deal with Ryder, but I’m not going to let his constant state of doom and gloom ruin my day.

      I was on the lengthy list of interested candidates vying over the internship at Rebel radio. It was a long shot, but it’s been a dream of mine to work in radio. I’m not going to hold back now.

      I could hardly believe it when I heard the news that I got the spot. It was only an internship, for now, which meant I was going to continue posting to my OnlyFun site. I need the money to get me through school and I don’t have the time to add another job into the mix.

      Today is my first day at Rebel, and although it didn’t start off on the best foot, I refuse to focus on anything else but living in the moment.

      I shove my phone and ear buds into my pocket and pull the door open, stepping into the lobby. It’s decorated in all black and grey, giving it a modern feel. The radio plays in the seating area, thumping through the speakers.

      There’s a desk spanning the back wall facing the doors with a Rebel 98.1 logo as the backdrop. A petite redhead peeks her head over the computer screen, greeting me with her warm smile.

      “Hi, I’m Austen Fox. I’m the new intern. Can you point me toward Mr. Zeed?”

      “Sure thing. It’ll be one moment.” 

      When she tilts her head down to pick up the phone, I spot a small dermal piercing near her eye. The diamond glistens beneath the pendant lighting hanging above our heads. She mumbles a few things into the phone before slamming it back down.

      “He’ll be right out.”

      A moment later, a man dressed in a pair of black slacks and a green button up shirt races down the hallway. His energy and megawatt smile only fuels the adrenaline pumping through me.

      “Austen.” He smiles, extending his hand out to shake mine.

      I wince internally, imagining how clammy my hands felt but did my best to cover it up by returning his grin.

      “I’m Paul.” 

      He motions for me to follow along, power walking down the hall. I mentally ask him to slow down and take a fuckin’ chill pill, nearly jogging to keep up with his pace.

      “You couldn’t have started at a more perfect time,” he says, leading me into a large conference room with boxes covering a long table, stacked one on top of the other.

      “We will be kicking off Eastwood’s football season at a tailgate event and we are in desperate need of your help.” 

      He turns to face me, taking a few steps back. I try not to let it show as all the excitement starts to deflate out of me, knowing the first few days aren’t going to start quite like I hoped.

      Don’t let it get you down. I mentally tell myself.

      We all start somewhere and if it means doing the bitch work in the beginning, I’ll pull up my non-existent sleeves and get to work. 

      “We’ll start by having you unpack these boxes. They are full of bags we’ll be loading up with goodies from our sponsors to be handed out to other students at the event.”

      He continues to give me a rundown of everything I need to do. Just as quickly as he appeared, he’s gone, leaving me alone with a list of things to do.

      I sigh. “Ahh, well, at least I brought my headphones with me,” I mutter, this time out loud.

      I manage to get a lot done during my three-hour shift. By the time I leave for the day, I’m beat. The sun is starting to set when I step outside. I make a quick stop for a sandwich and a bag of chips on my hike back to my dorm room.

      One of the downsides to being the new kid on campus was not knowing anyone except for Aimee.

      Well, except for Ryder. Not that it matters anyway. I am nothing more than a stranger to him.

      By the time I make the trek up the two flights of stairs to my dorm, I’m ready to crawl into bed and call it a night. I figured Aimee had plans with Darren, since she had spent every night with him this week already. 

      I don’t mind though. I enjoy being alone and it gives me space to check in with my OnlyFun subscribers without the risk of her getting in my business, which she has a tendency of doing.

      The door is unlocked, and I find Aimee sitting on her bed with a mirror leaning against her desk chair and makeup scattered around her. Judging by the large messy bun stacked on top of her head and her half done-up face, she was getting ready to go out somewhere.

      “How did your first day go?” she asks, snapping the lid to her compact shut, tossing it onto the pile of stuff next to her.

      “Not bad,” I sigh, setting my food down on the nightstand. I drop my backpack on the floor and collapse onto my mattress.

      “That good, huh?”

      “I’m ready to stuff my face then dive right into this pillow.” I fling my arm over my eyes, shielding them from the light.

      Our dorm is small and noisy, but I can’t complain, I’ve slept in worse places. 

      If it hadn’t been for my journalism teacher who guided me in the right direction, I wouldn’t even be here now.

      She was more than my teacher though and I’ll never be able to repay her for the guidance she gave me growing up.

      “Really? On a Friday night? Isn’t that a little, I don’t know, boring?”

      “Ya know, I may decide to go wild and live it up with some Dateline.”

      She smirks. I sit up and eye her as she dips her finger into her eyeshadow palette and brushes it along her lid.

      “You could come out with us, if you want.”

      “Who is ‘us’ exactly?”

      She pauses, concentrating on her eyeliner. Her mouth open and her tongue out, as if it’s going to help her attain expert precision.

      “Umm...I don’t know exactly. Me, Darren, and some of his friends. I’m sure Ryder will be there. You know him, right?”

      I pull my sandwich out of the bag, unwrapping the paper, and take a heaping bite to avoid making too much out of this conversation. I resort to a nod giving her the information she needs.

      She screws the lid on her eyeliner again before her eyes fall on mine.

      “I thought you said you were from Cleveland?”

      “Yep,” I say, in between bites. I’m surprised she doesn’t know that about Ryder too. 

      Well, I wouldn’t say surprised is the right word. He isn’t exactly the type to be forthcoming about information, especially about his past.

      “How do you know Ryder then?” she questions, her face bunching in confusion.

      “Long story for another day,” I mutter, quickly taking another bite. 

      She blinks at me, waiting for me to elaborate, but I don’t. He’s already made it clear he wants nothing to do with me. Lord knows how he’d handle it if he found out I so much as breathed his name or mentioned our upbringing, no matter how brief it may have been.

      She reaches for her mascara in the pile and changes the subject.

      “There will be quite a few people though. We’re hitting up a party over at Kappa Sig. As wild as your night sounds, you should come with us. It’ll be a good time. I promise you’ll have fun.”

      I open the bag of chips and toss one into my mouth. I’m not the least bit interested in getting drunk. I don’t mind having a few drinks but being under the influence has never been my thing.

      The ties that bind me to my past run deep.

      “Sure, count me in.” I shrug, tossing another chip into my mouth.

      I climb up onto my bed, reclining against the wall facing her, watching as she puts the finishing touches on her makeup.

      “What are you going to wear?” she asks, as she begins to shove all her stuff back into a makeup bag sitting next to her.

      I stare down at my black shirt and denim jeans, peering back up at her.

      “What’s wrong with what I’m wearing?” I question, tapping the toes of my Vans together.

      She takes her hair down, shaking out her long wavy locks. Without warning, she pulls her shirt over her head, tossing it aimlessly toward the laundry basket at the end of her bed before slipping on a little black dress.

      It all starts to make sense now. 

      “Nothing,” she sighs. “I guess I just didn’t know if you’d want to change is all.”

      “Nah. The thought of getting all dressed up to hang out with people who have no idea who I am makes me want to stay here with the murderers instead.”

      “We really are two different people.” She laughs.

      Isn’t that the truth.

      I continue to watch her flit around the room getting ready. When she pulls out a pair of four-inch stilettos, it’s safe to say her comment was spot on.

      You’d never catch me in anything more than a sneaker. I’d end up breaking an ankle.

      Two knocks hit our door and, without waiting, Darren barges in. I grit my teeth, already not liking how he seemingly gives no fucks about the fact this is my place too.

      “Yes, why don’t you come right in and make yourself at home,” I blurt out.

      Aimee must pick up on the change in my tone, glancing over at me, mouthing “sorry” before turning back to Darren.

      He has a beanie pulled low on his head with a black moto jacket on. He shrugs, his eyes gliding over Aimee’s body.

      I give her a chance to call him out for it, but when she doesn’t, I continue.

      “There are two people who live here. Next time, don’t come walking in here like you own the place.”

      He chuckles. “Noted.”

      I have to admit, I do wonder what the heck Aimee sees in him.

      He leans his shoulder against the wall, one foot crossed over the other, fingers rapidly tapping on the screen of his phone. Immediately my thoughts drift to Ryder, wondering if it’s him he’s talking to.

      I wouldn’t say the way he reacted to running into me at The Grind was at all surprising. In fact, it fit right in with the Ryder I knew from years ago.

      I guess I just expected, or maybe hoped is the right word, he had grown up by now and let go of whatever grudge he had with me. I couldn’t think of any reason he should have one though.

      Aimee bends down to grab her purse, draping the strap across her body.

      “Who are you talking to?” She playfully smacks his arm, a hint of jealousy laced in her words.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he snaps, not bothering to look up or acknowledge the hurt behind her question.

      I curl my lip before shoving the last chip in my mouth and climb off my bed. 

      This guy has a lot of nerve.

      “Darren,” she quips. “Seriously?” 

      “Chill. It’s just Ryder.”

      He smirks, returning to his text. This guy is a jackass. At no time, in the history of ever, has telling a woman to “chill” worked. 

      “You ready? I want to go.” He shoves his phone back in his pocket, seeming disinterested when his eyes fell on her.

      She nods, following behind him. 

      I’m beginning to wish I declined the offer after all.

      Something about the tension and bickering between the two of them feels like a preview of what’s to expect the next time I run into Ryder.

      Great.
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      The music at Kappa is blaring. The level of bass thumping through the speakers sends my adrenaline racing. I’m ready for a beer to loosen me up.

      I duck my head and weave through the crowd. It’s packed tonight. I almost regretted coming when I saw the amount of people here. Any lingering doubt confirms it when my eyes fall on Austen. She’s standing near the corner of the living area, clutching a red solo cup in her hand. Her eyes scan the room of people, shock and annoyance evident on her face.

      I can’t contain the urge to laugh. She’s always been one to wear what she was thinking. You could sort through her every thought and feeling simply by studying her expression.

      Her eyes drop over to the two girls standing in front of her, both with drinks in their hands. Her brows shoot up when one bends over, grinding against the other. They’re both clearly not paying attention when beer sloshes over the side of their cups, spilling all over themselves and the floor.

      Austen shakes her head and laughs, taking a long pull from her drink. Her eyes catch mine through the hordes of people.

      I should be annoyed she once again was showing up where she didn’t belong, or for encroaching on my territory. Although something about seeing her less than impressed reaction, knowing she feels the same way I do about being crammed in a tight space with all these uppity assholes, makes me smile. 

      “What up, bro?” Darren asks, cutting through the crowd, pulling my attention away from Austen. 

      “Nothin.” I shoulder past him to the keg of beer. I reach for one of the cups near the cooler, adjusting my grip and fill it up. 

      “How’s your hand?” He gestures toward my banged-up knuckles before lifting his beer to his mouth. He’s asked me the same question for months and he’s heard the same answer every time.

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Whatever you’re thinking, you can forget it.”

      “Listen, Irish, do you realize what you’re doing? You are missing out on rollin’ in some serious change right now.”

      “Dude, I don’t give a shit. All right? I told you I was done, so quit bringing it up.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. 

      It’s no secret I grew up poor. He thinks he can convince me to do his dirty work by throwing out talk of money. He gets a cut of each of my fights in the ring. As for setting me up with whatever associates he has, I have no idea, but I know he likely sees a cut there too.

      Either way, there is always something in it for him and I want nothing to do with the bullshit anymore.

      “Whatever. Whenever you decide to quit milkin’ that pussy, you let me know.”

      “Excuse me?” I turn toward him, pressing my hand against his chest, and shove him into the crowd.

      He eats it up, a sinister grin stretching wide across his face, unfazed. He wouldn’t be smiling if he was the target for my fists, but he knows I’d never stoop to his level.

      I smirk and shake my head.

      He turns and pulls Aimee into his arms before they’re swallowed up by the crowd.

      When I toss a glance in Austen’s direction, I’m surprised when I find her near the corner, only this time she has company.

      I knew who it was the moment my eyes caught his shaggy blond hair. He was a member of the frat and one of the cockiest motherfuckers I’d ever met. His dad was made of money and they had a tendency of using it to throw their weight around. He was no stranger to The Ring. At one point I was itching to meet him there, just to get my hands on him.

      Out of all the guys on campus, I wouldn’t have expected Austen to be so dumb to even entertain a conversation with him.

      I move back toward the outside of the room, already sick of the amount of people here and the strong smell of alcohol mixed with sweat. It’s another reminder why I hated these parties. 

      Although they always seem to bring in some of the hottest chicks, it brings in a lot of trash too. I don’t even think most of these people are students here; more looking for a party and a place to crash at the end of the night.

      I lean against the wall, bending my leg beneath me. I take a heavy gulp of beer and push the thought of Austen and Justin out of my mind.

      I stare off into the swarm of people thrusting and grinding against one another. The lights are dim above but through the sea of bodies, I spot a girl moving through the crowd toward me. Her name is Jenna. I grin recalling the last time I saw her. She was a sweet girl, but when the door shut and the lights went out, it brought out another side of her entirely.

      Her eyes lit up when she saw me, and I took another drink of my beer to hide my grin.

      Something about the move has my eyes darting over to Austen. In the same moment, her eyes peer over Justin’s shoulder and met mine before snapping away.

      I don’t care. If she’s into watching, I’ll let her.

      When my eyes met Jenna’s once again and those hot ass lips walk toward me, I push all thoughts of Austen out of my mind, recalling the way Jenna’s mouth felt wrapped around me. 

      “Ryder.” She smirks, as if reading my thoughts.

      When she finally reaches me, I get a good look at her. She is dressed in a pair of denim shorts, showing off her sculpted legs, with a red corset top. The material cinches tight, lifting her breasts to the point they nearly spill over. 

      “Jenna.” I tilt my head toward her.

      She takes a step toward me, our chests brushing against one another, and traces her long fingernail over the ridges of my stomach. She continues her path south pausing for a moment before she drags her nail over the outline of my dick pressed against the front of my pants.

      She quirks her brow, challenging me. I know she is waiting for me to take control while relishing in her chance to tease me.

      “It’s been a while since we…” she trails off, smiling.

      I reach for her ponytail, twisting the long locks in my hand, tilting her head back. Her eyelids fall, her teeth raking over her bottom lip. She loves it and the small moan she shutters against my ear confirms it.

      A tingle races through my body, urging me to look over at Austen. I know without checking her eyes are on me, watching me with Jenna.

      Jenna’s hand cups my dick, growing hard in my pants. I adjust my grip on her hair when she turns, pressing her tight ass against me. I stare down between us as she rocks against me.

      This time I’m unable to avoid the temptation and I peer over at Austen. Her eyes are burning into me where Jenna is grinding against my front. My breath is nearly caught in my throat.

      When she notices me looking at her, she flashes me a wink and lifts her cup in the air before taking a drink.

      Justin moves to stand next to her, noticing something has caught her attention. He stops talking and follows her line of sight.

      His lips curl in a sneer when he sees me, tilting his head from side to side as if he were challenging me from across the room.

      As much as I’d love to lay his ass out, he isn’t worth a second of my time.

      My hatred for Justin runs deeper than my dislike for Austen. She’s new here too, so she likely hasn’t heard the talk about him. I’d like to think if she had, she wouldn’t be entertaining a conversation with him.

      There’s been rumors swirling around about him getting a little too handsy with women and his ego doesn’t know how to take it when he’s rejected.

      I shake my head, not giving him a second more of my time.

      Jenna must notice my attention was no longer on her too, when she turns to face me, pushing against my chest.

      I peer down at her, reaching my arm out to pull her back when she smacks mine away.

      I don’t have time for the games. If she wants to be that way, she can bounce her and those fake tits out of here. 

      “You can be such an asshole,” she shouts over the music, stepping between my legs once more.

      “I may have been told that a time or two,” I grunt.

      “I’m not going to chase after you. If you want to be in my bed, I’ll take you back to my place and fuck you until you scream. That’s all it will ever be though.”

      The mention of fucking her again has a darkness falling over her eyes, her lids lowering with desire. 

      I had her right where I wanted her, that’s if I still want her.

      Yet I can’t deny the urge to look in Austen’s direction again. The lights grow dimmer, making it hard to see her. Aimee’s still nowhere to be found.

      It ticks me off that she brought Austen here and then dipped out, leaving her alone with a room of strangers.

      Justin slips into the crowd. When Austen notices him gone, she makes a beeline in the opposite direction, weaving through the crowd of people right toward me. 

      “I’ll need a rain check.” I shout over the music to Jenna.

      “Are you fuckin’ kiddin me?” She scoffs.

      “Go,” I spit out. 

      “Fuck off.” She raises her finger behind her.

      I was standing near the doorway, so if Austen were looking to cut out of here, she’d have to walk by me first. I lean against the wall and wait for her to approach me.

      She keeps her eyes forward, pretending as though I’m there. 

      “Where you off to, princess?” I holler.

      She grits her teeth, coming to a stop in front of me.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she throws back without hesitation.

      I narrow my eyes at her. Her gaze takes in my face, pausing on my mouth where my jaw clenches.

      What is it about her that gets under my skin like no one else?

      “Did Big Boobs McGee bail when she found out you weren’t packin’ like she thought?”

      My nostrils flair. She loves pushing my buttons. Judging by the way her grin stretches across her face, she thought she was fuckin’ clever with that joke.

      I took a step toward her, eliminating the distance separating us and bent down so I was close enough for her to hear.

      “Are you jealous?”

      She rears back and smacks her hand over her mouth to cover her laugh.

      I knew she was watching when I wrapped my hand in Jenna’s hair. I reach my hand out and grip the back of her neck, pulling her close to me. 

      “Don’t fuck with me, Austen,” I grunt.

      Any laughter coming from her is silenced in that moment. Her hand falls to her side.

      When she tilts her head back enough to look me in the eye, something shifts in her gaze. It reminds me of the girl I met years ago when she showed up in the middle of the night at Haven Brook. 

      “I warned you to stay away from me.” 

      “You should know your taunts and empty threats don’t mean shit to me.”

      “I’m not the same kid you knew back then.”

      Her eyes shift, burning into the scar over my brow bone. I can practically see the questions swirling around in her mind.

      “Neither am I.”

      I smirk, releasing my grip.

      “The difference between you and me is I don’t try to hide who I am. I don’t chase away my demons anymore. I run with them.”

      “Oh, so really you’re just trying to prove how big of an asshole you are? Got it.” She waves her hand at me. “Good luck with that.” 

      She makes it two steps past me before I grab her forearm and pull her with me into a small alcove. It’s meant to be a coat closet but it’s more the size of a small bedroom.

      “What are you doing?” She huffs, her eyes darting around the dark room.

      She takes a step away, pressing her back against the wall. Her chest heaves, releasing a heavy exhale. 

      “Ryder,” she moans out my name.

      I don’t know what I’m thinking or what has come over me. I can’t blame it on alcohol, but something about being near her is intoxicating all on its own.

      I tilt my head down into the crux of her neck, inhaling the scent of her perfume mixed with sweat.

      Neither of us cross the line into touching again.

      “Admit you were jealous.”

      “No.”

      I chuckle. It is low and throaty, causing her to shift her legs from side to side.

      “Did you wish it was me touching you?”

      “No.”

      “Were you jealous watching her stroke my dick through my jeans?”

      Her lip curls and she exhales slowly. “No.”

      “Did you think about what it would be like if I were gripping your hair from behind while I fucked you?”

      “Ryder.” She sighs as she says my name.

      “Say it.”

      “Maybe…” Her words trail off.

      I step back and reach into my pocket to pull out my pack of cigarettes. I lift one to my mouth, flicking my lighter open to ignite the end. 

      I keep the flame lit between us, enough for her to get a better look at my face.

      “You can get the thought out of your mind, princess. I wouldn’t touch you if you were the last pussy left on this campus.”

      Without another word, I stride past her and out of the closet, hoping this time she’ll heed my warning and stay the hell away from me.
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      The days that followed the party at Kappa Sig were spent chipping away at the mountain of homework and studying I had to do, while trying to keep my mind off Ryder.

      It seems like everywhere I go since arriving on campus has been tied to him in some way or another. 

      The shrill sound of my alarm clock ringing from my nightstand causes me to groan, blindly reaching out to grab my phone to shut it up.

      “Make it stop,” Aimee grumbles from her side of the room.

      I peek my head out under my covers and quickly fumble with my phone before hitting the button to stop the alarm.

      I heard Aimee amble through the door early this morning. I was up until after midnight when I fell asleep watching Netflix.

      I push myself up and rake my fingers through my hair, massaging my scalp. Aimee is still dressed in her outfit from the night before, one leg hanging off the side of her bed.

      At least she took off her shoes.

      I still have a crap ton of homework left and need to find time to record content for my OnlyFun website. I work today at the station, but after that I have the next three days off, giving me time to try and get caught up.

      I decide to quickly shower and get ready before mustering up the energy to head to The Grind for coffee. I desperately need a shock to my system only coffee could provide, if I have any hope of getting anything done today.

      I shove all my books into my bag and make the quiet walk across campus. I was expecting it to be more alive this morning, but I guess most of the students aren’t anxious to crawl out of bed.

      The bell rings when I pull the door open, joining the long line of students waiting for their fix.

      My mind drifts back to the last time I was here when I ran into Ryder then to the night at the Kappa Sig party. I’m replaying my conversation with Ryder when the sound of a throat clearing behind me breaks through my thoughts. I turn and find Justin standing there with his hands in his pockets, flashing me a warm smile.

      He’s an attractive guy, but the opposite of Ryder in so many ways. Where Ryder’s hair is shaved, Justin’s is longer on the top. It has a ruffled look to it, almost as if he had woken up like this. Ryder is always dressed in dark colors, which is something we have in common. Justin is clean cut.

      I can’t help but wonder what it is he sees in me. 

      It isn’t like I know many people around here and he’s always going out of his way to show he cares. Although I’m not sure where he sees this going or what he wants exactly, I’m not going to push him away either.

      He also hasn’t warned me to stay away, like the resident asshole on campus.

      “Why’d you take off the other night? When I came back, you disappeared. Aimee said you went back to your dorm.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “Sorry about that. It was a long day, and I was ready to get home and crash.”

      He stares at me for a long second, almost as if reading into my response to gauge whether he believes me.

      “I should’ve said goodbye first,” I follow up, attempting to reassure him it wasn’t personal.

      “S’all good.” He smiles. “Listen, we’re having a bonfire tomorrow night out at Greencastle. It’s basically a field outside of town where a bunch of us go to drink and have a good time. You should come.”

      “Go to some random field out in the middle of nowhere?” I question.

      He must sense my suspicion, but I don’t care. I’ve seen enough crime documentaries to know how this story ends.

      “I know how it sounds, but I swear, it’s legit. Ask Aimee. She’s probably going anyway. I’ve seen her there with Darren and Ryder many times.”

      The mention of Ryder going has me wanting to back out before I push the thought from my mind. 

      I’m not going to avoid going out with friends simply for the sake of avoiding him. He can’t run me away with his bullshit taunts and warnings.

      “Yeah, it sounds like a good time.”

      He pulls out his phone, his fingers moving quickly over the screen. 

      “Go ahead and save your number and I’ll message you tomorrow night.”

      He hands his phone over and I type my number into his contacts. When I move to pass the phone back to him, his hand brushes mine, caressing the skin along the back. He stares down at my outstretched arm. I expect him to make a comment on my wildflowers tattoo covering my forearm, like I often hear, but he doesn’t.

      I pull my arm back, feeling self-conscious under his scrutinizing stare. I got the tattoo for my eighteenth birthday. It’s something that means a lot to me.

      He waits with me while we both order our drinks and joins me on the walk across the street over to the radio station. 

      “I should probably head inside.” I smile, motioning to the building.

      “All right,” he says as he glances at the building before his eyes meet mine. “I’ll text you later. You can chat with Aimee and let me know if you want to hit up the bonfire. We can always find something else to do instead if you want.”

      “Sounds good.” I turn and reach for the handle. I flash him a smile and a wave before ducking inside.

      It’s only my second day, and I don’t want to be late already. 

      They still have me helping with the event coming up, which is fun because it passes the time, even though I am dying to get in and learn about the production process.

      “Good work today,” Paul says, just as I am picking up before I left. “We’ll have you start to learn more of the ropes next week. I know you’re eager to get in the studio and don’t worry, you will soon.”

      I’m riding a high as I leave and make the walk back to my dorm. It’s still early, just after four o’clock, so I’m happy to have the night free.

      Aimee is sitting at her desk when I walk in, shocking the hell out of me. It’s the first time I’ve seen her do anything since we started rooming together that remotely resembles focusing on school. You would’ve thought her sole purpose for being here was to hang out with Darren and hit up all the best parties.

      “Oh hey.” She turns in her seat, resting her arm along the back of her chair. “There was some man here earlier. He was older, wearing a suit. Looked important. Anyway, he was looking for you and asked me to give you this.”

      She hands me an envelope with my name printed on the front. I stare at it, brows furrowing. There is no return address, just my name.

      “Did he say who he was or why he was looking for me?”

      “No. He just said it was urgent and stressed making sure you got this.” She shrugs.

      I drop my bag at the end of my bed and kick off my shoes, taking a seat on the edge of the mattress. I hesitate for a second, running my finger under the lip of the envelope and pull out the paper inside.

      The letter is addressed from a lawyer out of Cleveland, sending the hairs on my neck standing in attention. Only a handful of people know where I am, although it isn’t like I was trying to hide either.

      I guess there aren’t many people who I thought would go looking for me anyway.

      My eyes scan over the letter. The further I read, the more the unease twists in my stomach like a knot.

      “Are you okay?” Aimee asks. “What’s it say?”

      I don’t respond, reaching into my back pocket for my phone. I quickly type in the number listed along the bottom of the paper.

      The phone rings twice before a woman answers. “Hello, thank you for calling Morio Law Offices. How can I help you?”

      Her voice was sweet. 

      “I’m sorry, umm…” My mind goes blank, still trying to digest what I just read. “Can I speak to Mr. Morio, please?”

      “May I ask who’s calling?”

      “Austen,” my voice croaks. “Austen Fox.”

      “One moment.” There’s a clicking sound before the line goes silent. I’m thankful they don’t keep me on hold with some upbeat jazz music, giving me a second to sort through my thoughts.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice Aimee move from her desk to sit on her bed across from me. She must sense the change in my mood, or maybe she could hear the conversation on the other line, I can’t be sure.

      A few seconds later the line picks back up and the kind voice is replaced with a gruff, older man.

      “This is Clint Morio,” he says matter-of-factly.

      “Yes, hello. Uh, this is Austen Fox. I received a letter in the…” I want to say mail but that isn’t true. “I received a letter today and I’m returning your call.”

      “Austen, yes. I’ve been trying to reach you for some time now.”

      My stomach rolls, wondering where this conversation is going.

      “I’m sure you’ve read over the letter and know this is about your father.” 

      The mention of the man, or rather my sperm donor, causes my lip to curl. I wouldn’t call him my father by any stretch of the imagination, but if you were to ask my mother, I’m sure she’d say she feels differently.

      “Yes. What is this about exactly? I haven’t spoken to him in over five years.”

      If I’m being truthful, I wouldn’t mind if I went another five more without hearing from him too.

      “I’m sorry to be the one to inform you of this. I understand your mother is, uh, unavailable at this time.” 

      I press my lips together to smother my laugh, not wanting to further delay him from getting to the damn point already. She’s unavailable because she’s in prison, leaving very few people left to have whatever conversation he is about to have with me.

      “Your father has passed away.”

      If I were to make a list of reasons why he’d be calling me, this wouldn’t have made the top five. I’m not sure how I should respond to hearing those words, but surprise is intermixed in there somewhere. He was a powerful man. Many people in his life would be upset hearing the news.

      I, on the other hand, can’t find it in me to care. Maybe that makes me cruel, but it is the truth. He doesn’t deserve an ounce of my sympathy, which is good because I don’t have anything in me left to give to him.

      “Okay,” I said, not sure how to respond. “What does this matter have to do with me exactly?”

      “He suspected you’d feel this way.” 

      I bet he did. Which makes the reason why Mr. Morio is calling me now even more confusing.

      “I was hoping you could come by my office soon to discuss this matter in person.” 

      “Discuss what exactly?”

      “Your father left behind a will, entitling you to a sizable portion of his estate.”

      “His estate?” I laugh. It is loud, almost maniacal. “What the hell does he think I want with his estate?”

      Of course, he would think he could throw money at me after he died, and it would be like all his sins were forgiven. After all, it seemed to work when he did the same to my mother.

      “Would you be able to come by my office next week on the sixteenth to discuss this matter in person? We will be settling the estate.”

      “What if I say no? There’s nothing he could’ve left for me that I would possibly want.”

      “I think if you were to come and sit down with me, you may feel differently about this matter, Ms. Fox.”

      I want to roll my eyes. I’m gripping the phone in my hand until my knuckles turn white.

      “The money from your inheritance alone is valued at one million dollars.”

      My eyes nearly bulge out of my eye sockets.

      One million dollars.

      “I’ll have to get back to you,” I say, not sure what to say next. “Thank you for your time.”

      Before he has a chance to respond, I disconnect the line and let the phone drop between my legs onto the floor.

      I simply have no words for him, or for my father.
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      “Ahh, shit.”

      I don’t notice the door open until I hear Ryder mutter the word under his breath. I’m bent forward, lacing up my black combat boots.

      I drop my foot to the ground and press my hands to my legs to stand. Ryder’s eyes lock on mine as I do, but when they momentarily drop down to take in what I’m wearing, I hear him suck in a quick breath.

      My, my, my. How the tables have turned.

      His jaw is unhinged and his gaze burns into me, and I can’t help but smirk. This is precisely why I opted to wear this outfit. Well, because I know I look hot as fuck, not because I want a reaction out of him.

      I’m dressed in my favorite pair of dark denim jeans with rips along the front of my thigh with a black lace bodysuit underneath. It fits me like a glove, the straps crossing over my chest, making my tits look amazing.

      “Can I help you?” I break through the silence.

      It seems to shake him from his daze, bringing back the familiar asshole I know and hate. 

      “Aimee told me to meet her and Darren here.”

      “I didn’t think that meant walking in like you own the place, but welcome.” I hold my hand out like I’m Vanna fuckin’ White.

      I drop my hands to my waist, adjusting my pants. His eyes fall to where my hands are, as if he’s half expecting me to drop them that very second at the sight of him.

      I pull my hair out of my ponytail, shaking out the long brown locks, letting them fall into waves around me. 

      “You goin’ out tonight?” he questions.

      I find it interesting he bother to ask, but if he wants to drop his act, I’ll let it go too.

      “Yeah.”

      I reach into Aimee’s makeup bag she left sitting by the mirror. She told me I could use any of it whenever I want. I tend to stick to moisturizer and mascara, but I decide to spice it up tonight with some eyeliner. 

      “I have a date tonight.” I peer up beneath my lashes at Ryder. I wouldn’t consider it a date, but I’m looking for a reaction from him more than anything.

      His brows dart up and he nods, trying and failing to cover up the look of shock and disappointment on his face. 

      “You and Justin are getting pretty serious then, huh?”

      I want to laugh as I unscrew the cap of the eyeliner and turn toward the mirror. His eyes rake over my body, as if taking in the view before they meet mine. 

      “Definitely not serious.”

      He nods, taking a seat on Aimee’s bed.

      “Did Aimee say where she was at? She made it seem like she wasn’t coming back here before she went to the bonfire.”

      “She was over at Darren’s. They were grabbing a few things from his place but told me to meet them back here.”

      I know Aimee, and there’s a part of me that wonders if she’s plotting out an attempt to get the two of us alone. She has brought up my past with Ryder a few times since the night of the Kappa Sig party, mentioning how she could see the two of us together. I didn’t waste any time letting her know that would never happen.

      I’ve been practicing doing my eyeliner the past few days after watching Aimee several times. I swipe my finger beneath my eye to wipe away where it smeared before reaching for my mascara.

      I can feel Ryder’s eyes on me the entire time I do. 

      “I didn’t know you wore makeup.”

      “I didn’t know you cared enough to notice, or hell, even bother to point it out,” I say, calling him out.

      “Didn’t say I cared.”

      “Didn’t say I wanted to hear it either,” I retort.

      He huffs out a breath. Yeah, you’re exhausting me too, idiot.

      I finish my mascara, dropping it with the rest of my stuff into the bag before running my hand through my hair. I reach into my pocket for my phone and snap a couple pictures to share with my subscribers tonight.

      My eyes fall on Ryder, following him in the mirror as he moves across the room, coming to stand behind me.

      “I wasn’t trying to be rude.” His voice is low and for a second, I almost wonder if I heard him correctly.

      “If that’s true, you have an odd way of showing it.”

      “I’m talking about tonight.” He exhales, shaking his head before turning to walk away.

      “No, wait.” I stop him. 

      He’s trying to be nice and I’m continuing to push his buttons. 

      “It’s just, one second you’re hot and then the next you’re cold. I can’t keep up.”

      He turns back toward me, moving to take a step closer. 

      “What I was trying to say was you don’t need makeup. You’re beautiful without it.”

      His eyes dip down to the tattoo on my forearm, lifting my arm to study the design. 

      “Wildflowers?” he asks. 

      I wonder if he recognizes the design. His thumb brushes over my skin, skating down toward my wrist. I exhale slowly, trying to control my heart rate from his touch alone.

      I nod. “They are strong and resilient. It’s my reminder you can grow through anything.”

      We lock eyes in the reflection of the mirror. I press my lips into a thin line, surprised by the change in his demeanor. I’m afraid if I say anything, he’ll swing in the other direction, shifting back to being cold and cruel.

      He takes me off guard when he moves in closer, sweeping my hair out of my face, leaving my shoulder and neck exposed.

      He pauses, waiting for me to stop him. The closer he gets, the harder it is for me to think about anything other than his body pressed against mine.

      He takes a deep breath. “Fuck, you smell good.”

      A grin stretches across my face and he shakes his head, as if trying to push the thought out of his mind. 

      “He doesn’t deserve you,” he whispers.

      “Is that what this is about? You're only saying this so, what, I won’t go out on the date with him?”

      He exhales, scrunching his brows together. “Do you truly want to?”

      “Ryder…”

      He sighs, shaking his head. “Forget it.” 

      He grips my hip and turns me to face him. 

      “What I’m trying to say is you look beautiful. You always look beautiful,” he says. 

      He reaches his hands out, trailing his fingers over my hips, pushing me until my back is pressed against the closet door. The coolness from the mirror feels good through the sheer material against my warm skin.

      My body trembles from his touch, sending goosebumps breaking out over my arms.

      He lifts his hand, tracing his thumb along my bottom lip.

      I can’t remember the last time I kissed a man, much less felt anything compared to what I’m feeling now. He has barely touched me, yet I can’t shake the heat spreading through my body and the desire pooling low in my belly.

      I knew from seeing him with Big Boobs McGee he was experienced when it came to knowing his way around a woman’s body.

      I try my best to push all thoughts of them together, or any other girl on campus for that matter, out of my mind.

      He brushes his finger over my lower lip before he bends down, his mouth only a millimeter away from mine.

      I suck in a sharp breath, waiting for him to kiss me. I reach my hands out, gripping his forearms, attempting to steady myself while desperately needing to hold onto him before I crumble to the floor. 

      “Kiss me,” I whisper, not wanting him to wait any longer.

      It was all the permission he needed before his lips crash down on mine. Everything moves in slow motion from there. A moan escapes my mouth, and the energy from the kiss alone buzzes through me, rocking me to my core.

      I can hardly comprehend how this was happening between us.

      Ryder fuckin’ O’Rourke is kissing me.

      If I allow myself to overthink it anymore, I am going to recoil and pull back from him, letting the questions swirling around through my head take over and ruin the moment.

      Instead, I push it all aside and let myself feel. 

      His hands trace a path over my hips, his fingers burning into my skin. 

      Ryder is nearly a foot taller than me, so when I slip my hands around his neck, he grips my thighs in his strong hands hoisting me up and pinning my back against the wall.

      This move is dangerous for both of us.

      I trail my tongue over the seam of his lips, scratching my nails over his scalp, earning me a growl.

      We break apart and he presses his forehead to mine, both of us struggling to catch our breath.

      When I tilt my head back to look him in the eye, I search his face for any signs he wants to stop, but there are none. A smile lines the corners of my mouth and I bite down on my lower lip before tipping his chin back up to me. 

      His grip on my thighs never wanes, rocking his hips to thrust his hard length against me. The move creates a delicious friction over my clit, and I grind against him, giving back to him as much as he’s giving me.

      “Shit,” he mutters when he pulls back from my lips.

      A second later, the sound of keys jiggling in the lock interrupts us and he quickly sets me back on my feet. 

      My legs are like jelly beneath me and I hold my hand out to steady myself against my dresser. My gaze darts over to Ryder, and he quickly steps back from me. Aimee pushes the door open, hitting Ryder in the arm in the process.

      “Motherfucker,” he curses under his breath, catching Aimee off guard.

      She and Darren are standing in the doorway; her keys in her hand, purse in the other. Her eyes bounce between Ryder and over to me.

      I don’t know if my makeup is messed up, but judging by the look on her face, it’s safe to say we are busted.

      “What’s going on? What were you two doing?”

      “He was fixing the door to the closet,” I lie. 

      Just as Ryder says, “Nothin’.”

      Aimee raises her brow, and I know we’re caught.

      “Which one is it? He was fixing the door, or you were doing nothing?” Aimee smirks, clearly enjoying razzing us.

      A text message dings on my phone and I use the distraction to check who it’s from.

      “I gotta go. My ride is here.”

      “Justin?” Aimee asks, her tone changing to one of surprise.

      I can sense Ryder’s gaze burning into me. The urge to look at him is killing me, but I know if I do, I’ll be tempted to cancel with Justin entirely.

      I don’t want to do that, mostly because I’m not convinced this whole thing isn’t a dream.

      “Yeah. You’re still going to Greencastle, right?”

      She nods, her eyes peering over to look at Ryder, and I do the same. He’s busy typing away on his phone. It’s as if everything that happened between us a moment ago never occurred. 

      “All right, well I guess we’ll see you there.”

      I reach for my keys and ID, slipping them into my pockets along with my phone. I’m not the type of girl who carries a purse.

      I chance one last glance in Ryder’s direction, silently wishing he’d look at me, wanting him to know this date with Justin means nothing. Not like the kiss we shared did. 

      “See you guys there.”

      Aimee nods as I pass by her and Darren out the door.

      It wasn’t until I stepped out into the hall, pulling the door shut behind me when I hear Ryder say, “Fuck, I can’t wait to get laid tonight.”

      It looks like we both made a mistake tonight. 

      Although I’m not sure ours were the same.
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      As soon as the door shuts behind Austen, I can practically see the questions swirling through Aimee’s mind. 

      “Want to tell me what we just walked in on?”

      “Nothin’.”

      My response is curt. If she thinks she’s going to get anything else from me, she is out of her damn mind. I know Aimee. She likes to open her big mouth. If she found out about our kiss, there’s no telling who she’d run and blab her mouth to.

      “Did she tell you about her dad?”

      The sudden change in our conversation throws me off. “Her dad?”

      I didn’t know much about him, honestly. Only what the rumor mill circulated back at Haven Brook, which was hardly a reliable source.

      “What about him?”

      “I guess he took a ride to the other side.”

      She says it so nonchalantly it sends Darren into a coughing fit, nearly choking on air. She shrugs, clearly not finding anything wrong with her cold way of saying Austen’s dad passed away. She shuffles through her bag of tricks Austen was rummaging through before putting that shit on her face she doesn’t need. 

      “She got a letter in the mail the other day. Something about an inheritance. Guess he left her some money she wants nothing to do with.”

      Why am I not surprised?

      One of the rumors that went around about her was how she had come from money. She liked to play it off like she didn’t, which made people think it was because she was spoiled. She always talked like she had it rough, but I could see through her bullshit.

      When we pull up to Greencastle a short while later, I’m surprised to find more people here than the times before. I chalk it up to word getting out about the bonfires to freshmen who are eager to hit up the best parties.

      Darren is rambling off details about an upcoming fight, but I can’t find it in me to care enough to focus on the conversation.

      He’s trying to convince me to get back in the ring. As much as I’d love the chance to take out some pent-up aggression, I have no interest in it anymore.

      Darren works on the down low for some of the most rich and powerful men in Philly. People don’t talk about it, mostly out of fear, but I know there’s more to why he’s kept pressuring me to get back in the ring. How else does he manage to find old, abandoned warehouses spur the moment for last minute fights?

      My fights had been some of the top events, raking in some serious dough. Although he was looking out for me as his friend, I know he’s also thinking about the financial gains for himself.

      He continues to drone on and on while my gaze focuses on the fire, my attention drifts back to pinning Austen against the wall. The delicious roll of her hips grinding on my dick had me harder than I could ever remember being.

      Her subtle moans vibrating against my lips, her fingers digging into my skin as she held onto me. 

      I wanted so badly to carry her over to her bed and rip her pants off, explore her wet heat. I find myself imagining how tight she’d be when I slid into her for the first time.

      I hated Aimee and Darren for choosing that moment to walk through the door and Justin for following behind them, or for even showing up at all. One minute she was here and another she was gone, walking into the arms of someone else.

      Every few minutes, my gaze does a quick sweep over the crowd, although it’s hard to see in the darkness. The only light in the field coming from the two bonfires positioned side by side with people gathered around each of them.

      “Austen!” Aimee shouts.

      I spot the battered old pickup truck pull up a few feet away. When he cuts the engine, the headlights go with it. My gaze locks on Austen, who’s staring back at me through the windshield.

      It dawns on me how ironic it is for Justin to be showing up here in a truck like this, when he works for his dad’s dealership, giving him the hookup. 

      My eyes dart back to Aimee’s, where she’s sitting on the other side of the bench seat made from a large log facing the fire. 

      There’s a group of people huddled near the front of Justin’s truck, but they disperse and the crowd parts, as they head toward where we’re sitting. Justin walks behind Austen, pressing his hand to her lower back, guiding her over to the log facing us. 

      My eyes trail down her body, taking in every curve beneath her tight outfit. My fingers itch to feel her soft skin against mine.

      She’s only been here for a couple of weeks, yet I’m already crumbling under the weight of how much I want her.

      My gaze lingers where Justin touches her, and I lift my cup of beer to my mouth, needing something to distract me before I say something I’ll regret later.

      She’s always pushing my buttons, and this is yet another way she is dead set on driving me wild.

      She takes a seat across from me, Justin following suit, taking the spot next to her. She talks animatedly to Aimee before her eyes flick over to mine.

      Darren must sense the change in my mood and drops the conversation about the fight altogether.

      Justin eyes me from across the fire, noticing the tension building between the two of us. When’s he going to get a clue? I’m two seconds away from laying his ass out, but for what reason?

      She’s not worth it. Let it go.

      When he moves his hand around her waist and leans in to whisper in her ear, I could swear her body begins to tremble. After that, all I can see is red. 

      “Who wants to play a game of Truth or Dare?” Aimee asks. 

      I glance over at her, and she raises a brow, tempting me.

      “How fuckin’ old are we?” I mutter, lifting my beer to take another heavy swallow.

      If I’m going to deal with childish bullshit all night, I want to be smashed out of my mind.

      “Austen, you in?” Aimee presses.

      “Yeah…” she trails off, her gaze finding mine. “Sure, why not?”

      “You’re up first then. Truth or Dare?”

      She shrugs. “Truth.” 

      I sneer. Of course, she would.

      “Okay then…truth. What’s your history with Ryder?”

      She was in the middle of taking a drink of her own when her eyes bounce over to mine. 

      I raise my brow, curious how she’s going to answer. It’s not like it’s a big deal, but we both know people won’t understand either.

      It is the questions that always seem to follow that I hate answering.

      “Never mind. Dare.”

      Justin’s brows furrow and his eyes bounce from her back to me, realizing there is more between us than he knew.

      I grin, flashing him a wink wanting to get under his skin. 

      “All right then, dare. I dare you to kiss Ryder again.”

      “What the hell, Aimee?” Austen scoffs. 

      “What? It’s just a game. Quit gettin’ your panties all in a twist. Jesus!” Aimee fires back.

      Austen glances over at Justin before her eyes fall to the ground. Her lips are moving, appearing to say something under her breath to him. He nods and she stands, looking back at me, accepting her fate.

      I do the same, tracking her as she walks around the fire toward me. Her eyes narrow, clearly pissed. She can be mad all she wants, but she’s doing it.

      I grip her hips and pull her close to me. I faintly hear Justin mutter, “What the fuck” but it doesn’t stop me. 

      “Try to pretend like you hate me, princess.”

      “Fuck you,” she says, fighting off the grin curving the edge of her mouth.

      Her body molds perfectly against mine. I lean forward and tilt her mouth up toward me. I pause just before our lips meet and a small smile peeks through again. There’s a swarm of catcalls and whistles around us, but I tune them out the moment my lips meet hers.

      When I open my mouth, my tongue brushes over the seam of her lips and I swear I feel her body shudder against mine.

      She takes a step away, breaking the kiss, and lifts the back of her hand to her mouth wiping her lips. She can act like she didn’t enjoy it, but even I don’t miss the desire glazing her eyes.

      She rakes her teeth over her lower lips. I swear I can see the hint of blush warming her skin.

      She shakes her head and stalks back toward Justin.

      I tell myself she was only playing it off like she didn’t want it with Aimee and the crowd of people around us. We both know it wasn’t even an hour ago she was desperately clawing at me, telling me to kiss her. 

      “Keep pretending like you didn’t like it!” I shout back at her.

      Justin’s head snaps over to me, shooting daggers my way. I notice the gash on his forehead before he shakes his hair to cover it back up.

      “Your turn, Austen.”

      She focuses her attention back on Aimee. The flare in her eyes warning her she’s out for revenge. 

      “Aimee. Truth or Dare?”

      “Truth.”

      “Other than Darren, have you ever had an inappropriate dream about any of the guys here?”

      She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. 

      “Duh. Sorry, Darren, you know I love you but there isn’t a person here with eyes or a vagina who hasn’t thought about fucking Ryder ten different ways.” 

      “I’m down if you’re down,” I joke, knowing how easy it is to get under Darren’s skin. 

      “I will kill you,” he grunts, shoving me. 

      His response sends both Aimee and I into a fit of laughter, knowing he’s right. I don’t doubt I could lay Darren out if it were a battle between our fists, but he fights dirty. If he wanted to, he’d take care of the job and he’d find someone to do it, so he wouldn’t have to break a sweat. 

      “Guess it’s my turn again,” Aimee grins, holding her hands up, tapping her fingers together as if plotting something devious.

      “Ryder.” 

      I know wherever she is going with this will be interesting. She wants me to say dare, which is why I am flipping the script on her. 

      “Truth.”

      She smirks. “Of course you’d take all the fun out of this.”

      I shrug. I know I’m in trouble no matter how I dice it judging by her devilish grin.

      “How do you really feel about Austen?”

      “This is stupid. Is there a bathroom around here?” Austen asks before I can answer. She moves to stand, looking around her. 

      “Don’t you want to at least wait until you hear his response?” Aimee mutters.

      Aimee’s just being nosy and wants to get to the bottom of our past. She likes being in on all the gossip. That and she doesn’t like Justin, so any chance she has to drive a wedge between them, she’s going to take it.

      She won’t expect my response though.

      “How do I feel about her?” I repeat her question again, glancing between Aimee and back to Austen. 

      “She already knows how I feel about her. Don’t you Austen?”

      There were a few ooh’s and ahh’s from people around us, clearly misunderstanding where this is going.

      Austen rolls her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest, as if she couldn’t be bothered.

      “I hate Austen,” I say, matter-of-factly.

      Austen huffs out a heavy breath, dropping her arms to her side. 

      “See!” Her gaze shooting daggers at Aimee, motioning to me. “Is this what you wanted to hear? Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to find somewhere to use the restroom.” 

      “I’ll take you to the cabin nearby. It’s owned by one of the guys in the frat. We can stop there and grab a few drinks,” Justin says. His nostrils flare and his jaw is set when he looks back at me before following behind her. 

      “Well, that didn’t go quite like I expected,” Aimee jokes. She attempts to follow it up with a laugh, but it falls flat.

      “Did you seriously mean that?” She turns to look at me.

      “Yes,” I fire back.

      “Whatever,” she mumbles under her breath, clearly not believing me. I don’t give a shit though. I’m not trying to prove anything to her.

      Justin comes back a few minutes later, two cups in his hand, one for him and one for Austen.

      “You want to explain what that was about?” he questions, puffing his chest out.

      I want to tell him to sit down and shut up. If he thinks I’ll ever be intimidated by him, he’s dead wrong.

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Listen, if you want to know something about Austen, take it up with her. I can’t promise she’ll be truthful with you. She still plays off like she had it rough growing up poor, all while hiding the fact she’s loaded. Her dad is a fuckin’ millionaire for Christ’s sake.”

      Justin’s eyes narrow, as if trying to gauge if I’m being truthful. 

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is don’t believe everything you hear and definitely don’t fall for the bullshit she feeds you.”

      He forces an exhale, shaking his head as he stomps back toward the log and takes a seat. Judging by the tension in his body, he’s pissed, and I love knowing I’m twisting the knife deeper.

      Austen approaches the group then, staring between the two of us. I know it’s eating her alive wondering what I said while she was gone. 

      If she doesn’t want me sharing the truth about her past, she should stay away from me like I warned her to.
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      Sunlight cuts through the blinds, beaming right down on me. I wince at the bright rays, attempting to pull my pillow over my head. The movement causes a jolting pain through my skull, as if it’s being split down the middle.

      “Oh my God,” I groan. I reach my hand out blindly looking for my phone before moving the pillow an inch, enough to peer through squinted eyes.

      The time is after noon. How the hell did I manage to sleep so late?

      I roll my eyes shut and pull the pillow with me, dropping the phone on the mattress before it bounces onto the floor.

      “Why did I drink last night?”

      I push myself up and reach for the cord to shut the blinds before leaning back against the wall facing Aimee’s bed.

      She’s gone. If I had to guess, she is either with Darren or off at class. I don’t recall anything once I passed out, so I have no idea if she ended up staying here last night.

      I had a few beers before asking Justin if we could leave. I was done being around people after the failed game of Truth or Dare.

      He didn’t seem to mind. There’s a part of me that thinks he was excited to get me alone. I could tell he was disappointed when I asked him to take me back to my dorm and again when he tried to kiss me, but I turned him down. I made up some excuse about not being in a good mood.

      The truth is, I couldn’t stand the thought of kissing him after I had just kissed Ryder earlier that night. Not to mention, there was no part of me that felt the same chemistry with him as I had with Ryder.

      What the hell is it about wanting what you can’t have that somehow makes it even more tantalizing?

      Even Justin knew there was something more between the two of us. He even asked me if that was the reason why. 

      I force my legs to move across our small dorm toward the mini fridge we keep stocked with cold drinks. I swipe a bottle of water and the ibuprofen off the shelf before quickly downing them both.

      Thankfully, today is my day off at the station. I already missed half of my classes, so I decide to email my teachers and apologize for missing today.

      There is no way in hell I am going to drag my dead ass anywhere.

      I collapse on my bed, tossing my arm over my face and attempt to fall back asleep, at least until the medicine kicks in and helps alleviate the pounding in my head.

      I’m drifting off to sleep when my phone dings. I absentmindedly reach for it again, remembering how I dropped it on the floor before. I pat my hand on the carpet, searching around before I find it, peeking one eye open to read the message.

      Justin: I had a good time last night. We should plan another date again soon.

      There is a part of me that still wants to ask him what was said the night before. Justin’s mood had shifted after I came back, and I couldn’t shake the lingering questions rolling around in my mind as to why. It wasn’t until we left and were alone, he seemed to snap out of it.

      I wasn’t interested in playing Truth or Dare as soon as Aimee suggested it. We both knew she was using it to dig up dirt on my past with Ryder. 

      Ryder disappeared for a while before we took off. I half expected him to come back with some no-name blonde on his arm. After his comments about hating me, I knew he was pissed at me for still going on the date with Justin. I couldn’t exactly bail on him last minute, especially when he was already outside. Not to mention, I wasn’t prepared to answer the endless questions Aimee would throw my way with Ryder standing right there.

      I close out of the text message, deciding to hold off until I’m ready to talk to Justin face to face. I push the thought of it out of my mind right now though, making a mental reminder to text him later to see if he wants to meet up at The Grind.

      I lay back down and fall asleep. I’m relieved when I wake up to find the pounding headache has simmered to more of a dull ache. It is bearable though, which is all that matters.

      I manage to pull myself together enough to find a change of clothes and head down the hall for a shower. It feels good standing under the spray, letting the hot water wash over my body.

      I opt to spend the rest of the night getting ready for the school week ahead and cap it off with some studying. I order in takeout to be delivered and sit down at my desk, ready to crack open my books when an email comes through.

      The subject line is what captures my attention first. “You’ll want to read this.” It was sent to my personal email, which is my first sign something is off because only my close friends and family have this one.

      Curious what it’s about, I click on the notification.

      

      It’s not good to be a liar, Austin. The thing about liars is when they come out with the truth, no one tends to believe them.

      Your secret is safe with me though, until the time expires.

      

      I scroll down in the email, my heart dropping when my eyes land on a large image of me. I recognize the picture of me as the one I took just days before I arrived at Eastwood.

      Bile rises in my throat, as I continue to scroll, finding several more photos of me in various poses. All of them from my OnlyFun account, some with clothes and others without.

      The message ends with a warning that if I don’t want to have the photos or my identity shared, I must send $25,000 in Bitcoin with a deadline of two weeks from now.

      I slam the lid of my laptop shut, barely in enough time to cover my face as the fountain of tears begin to stream down my face. 

      Are they kidding? Who the hell thinks I have this kind of money?

      More importantly, who would do this to me?

      Immediately, Ryder’s name flashes through my mind, thinking back to all the cruel and hurtful things he’s said since moving to Philly. 

      It’s like the questions swirling around in my head trigger a lightbulb moment, pulling me back to the conversation I had with Mr. Morio about my father.

      As if on cue, Aimee comes barreling through the door, tossing two large bags from Neiman Marcus on her bed, kicking off a pair of black patent Louboutin’s.

      Aimee is the only person who knows anything about my father passing or the inheritance I was set to receive. That’s if I didn’t decline the money in the meeting set in a week.

      Anger simmers under my skin, boiling my blood like hot lava.

      I push myself to my feet, storming across the room and force Aimee against the door. I shove my forearm under her chin, forcing her eyes on me.

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” I grit my teeth, spit shooting out of my mouth.

      I am angrier with myself for thinking I could possibly trust her, when for so long I’ve gone on with the thought I can’t trust anyone.

       I don’t want to hurt her, but if anything, I want to send her the warning not to fuck with me.

      Her eyes bulge out and her hands fly up.

      “Holy shit, Austen. What the hell? What is wrong with you?”

      “What the hell is wrong with me? I think the question I should be asking is what the hell is wrong with you? Are you the one behind sending the email?”

      “Email? What fucking email are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play stupid with me.”

      I search her face, looking for any sign of guilt but come up empty. I push off her and take a step back, shaking my head. 

      Anxiety rushes through me. Once again, I’m left with no one around me I can trust to lean on. I stalk over to my desk and shove my laptop and chargers into my backpack.

      “Where are you going?”

      I peer over my shoulder and wince thinking about how I reacted. She holds up her hands again, shaking her head.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I mutter.

      “Listen, I don’t know what you think I did, but I can promise you, I had nothing to do with it.”

      “Did you tell anyone about the inheritance?”

      Her brows furrow. She didn’t look guilty before, but she sure as hell does now. 

      “Why? Is that what this is about?”

      “Answer the fuckin’ question, Aimee.”

      “No,” she sputters. “Of course not.”

      She’s lying. She swallows hard and I have a feeling it’s because she knows I can see through her lies too. The fact she continues to deny it makes me even more pissed off.

      I stalk past her toward our closet, shoving a change of clothes into my bag before slipping my phone in my back pocket. 

      “You don’t have to leave. I’ll go and stay with Darren for the night. Clearly you need space.”

      I brush her off, picking up my backpack and slip it over my shoulder. I step closer to Aimee again, staring her dead in the eye. I want her to see the look on my face and know she heard my warning loud and clear.

      “Someone is threatening to leak nude pictures of me if I don’t pay them $25,000. If I find out you know who’s behind this or you have something to do with it, I want you to hear me when I say I will use every penny of money my dad left me to bury you. Do you understand me?”

      Her eyes flare and she nods. 

      Without another word, I storm past her out the door.

      I have no idea where I’m going but I don’t care. It can’t possibly be any worse than where I’ve stayed before.

      All I know is I want out of here and fast.
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      “You stupid prick!” Aimee grunts, smacking me in the chest as I walk into her place. “It was you, wasn’t it? You’re the one behind the email?”

      I hold my hands up to block her swings. Darren comes up behind her and wraps his arm around her waist, dragging her away from me.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I holler. “What email?”

      “Who else would it be? It was only you and Darren here when I brought up Austen’s inheritance.”

      “What fuckin’ email, Aimee?” I grit my teeth together. 

      I can tell by the tone of her voice, both equal parts anger and concern, there’s something going on. Alarm bells go off in my head.

      “Austen,” she exhales harshly. “I really shouldn’t tell you this right now.”

      “Fuckin’ tell me. If she gets pissed, I’ll deal with her myself.”

      She sighs, massaging her fingers over her forehead. 

      “She got an email. She wouldn’t say a lot so I don’t know all the details, but she pushed me against the wall. She practically fuckin’ choked me, Ryder, accusing me of being the one behind it before she stormed out of here.”

      I shake my head. Tension coils in my body. I rub my hand over my jaw, trying to piece together the information I have.

      “When was this?”

      “Last night. She didn’t stay here either. I have no idea where she’s at or what’s going on. Something’s wrong though. I don’t know what, but I’m worried about her.”

      I pace around the small space of their dorm, trying to piece together the details. She didn’t stay long after we played Truth or Dare. She seemed pissed off. Hell, I was too, having to sit there and watch her with Justin when not even an hour before I had my hands roaming over every inch of her body.

      “There’s more…” Aimee trails off, staring down at the ground.

      “What?” I growl.

      “She said they are blackmailing her, threatening to leak nude photos of her if she doesn’t pay them $25,000.”

      My eyes bulge, nearly popping out of my head and rolling across the floor. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me?” 

      She nods, breaking eye contact. She crosses the room and sits on the couch. Me, on the other hand, I’m too wound up and angry.

      I’m ready for war.

      “You sure it’s not your boyfriend over there? He was here too.”

      “Are you fuckin’ kidding me,” Darren spits out. His lip curls in a snarl. “You think I give a shit about her? If I want money, I have plenty of ways to get it. I don’t need to come after some bitch for it.”

      “Darren.” Aimee stands, putting her body between the two of us. 

      He holds his hands up and shrugs. “I’m just being honest.”

      “If you would’ve kept your fuckin’ mouth shut for once, it would’ve saved us a lot of fuckin’ problems that night.” I stare at Aimee, gritting my teeth.

      “Chill the hell out, all right?”

      I stalk away from her, pacing the length of the living room. I need to get out of here. Being cooped up with the two of them wasn’t helping matters. 

      “Ryder, I don’t think she’s going to take the inheritance either. We have no idea who it could be or what they could do if they don’t get what they’re asking for. That’s a lot of money.”

      Money Austen doesn’t have if not for her father.

      “If I find out either of you know who it could be or there’s anything you’re keeping from me, I’ll make you pay for it. You understand me?” 

      “Dude, you need to chill out. You’re comin’ for the wrong people here.”

      I exhale, shaking my head. 

      “I need you to do me a favor then.” I stalk toward Darren. He leans his shoulder against the wall.

      He glances away, letting out an exasperated breath. “What, man?”

      I curl my lip. “You have connections, people who are smart and can hack into shit. Find someone who can figure out who the hell is behind this.”

      “You want me to help you hack into some chick’s email. The same girl, who just the other night, you were saying you hated?” He chuckles, shaking his head.

      He pushes off the wall, turning toward Aimee. 

      “I’m not fuckin’ around, Darren.” My voice turns low, making it clear I mean business.

      The thought of someone blackmailing Austen alone pisses me off, but the fact there are intimate photos of her added to the mix, is like pouring gasoline onto a blazing fire. 

      His body goes tense, and he turns his head back toward me. He narrows his eyes, as if waiting for me to magically snap out of a daze.

      “You still gonna act like you two don’t have history?” Aimee quips.

      My gaze darts over to hers. “It’s not the sort of history you think we have, all right? Austen and I were in the same foster home growing up. We were like fourteen, maybe fifteen years old at the time. Trust me, it’s not what you think. We just get each other, is all.”

      Aimee nods. I hope it finally sinks in this time and she’ll stop pushing and prodding at the subject, because it’s not helping anything either.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Darren says.

      I nod. It’s good enough. I won’t stop until I get answers. I’m not going to let Austen go through this alone too.

      “When I find out who it is, I’m going to bury them six feet under.” 

      “It’s like that?” Darren asks, surprised. 

      “Yeah,” I shake my head, full of anger and tension. “It’s fuckin’ like that.” 

      He sighs and I move to shoulder past him and Aimee. I reach for the doorknob, pausing and turning my attention back to her.

      “Text me her number. If you hear from her or if she shows up back here, you will let me know.”

      “She’s already pissed at me enough for getting into her business.”

      “I’ll deal with her, okay? Just do it.”

      Without another word, I dip out into the hallway and head back to my place. I’m not even out to my car when my phone vibrates in my pocket with a message from Aimee with her number. Nothing else.

      At least she knows I’m serious.

      I send Austen a few messages over the next day or so, all of which go ignored. I’m damn near ready to show up at the police station when Aimee tells me she talked to her and suggests I scope out The Grind.

      I shove my phone and keys in my pocket and jog out to my car, heading there, in hopes I can run into her. 

      I take my usual seat in the corner of the coffee shop before she walks through the door. The Austen I remember running into a few weeks ago, the one who was full of piss and vinegar, bouncing her leg to the music is gone.

      She’s dressed in her usual dark jeans and shirt, but this time she’s wearing a beanie, with the material pulled down past her forehead and a dark pair of sunglasses covering her eyes. It’s no secret she’s trying to lay low and not draw attention to her.

      Whoever is doing this to her had spooked her enough to go this far.

      “Can I get you a coffee?” I ask, coming up behind her. 

      She jumps, whipping her head around, covering her heart when she realizes it’s me.

      “Jesus, Ryder. Are you fuckin’ following me?” She pulls her sunglasses off.

      “Maybe,” I say, realizing how bad that sounds. “Sorry, I am, but it’s not for the reasons you probably are thinking right now.”

      I quickly force the words out, not wanting to freak her out anymore.

      “Can I get you a coffee and will you come sit with me?” I nod my head toward the back corner. 

      Her eyes narrow, no doubt thinking through the questions swirling in her mind. She turns back toward the line, before spinning around to face me. “I will, but under one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You tell me why you’re being so nice.”

      “I’m not always an asshole, Austen.”

      She barks out a laugh, earning us a few looks from people around us. She moves her hand to cover her mouth, her cheeks turning rosy. 

      “You just said ‘sorry’ to me. When have you ever said that to someone?”

      “I can admit when I’m wrong and own up for it.”

      She’s doing her best to stay guarded. It’s hard to get a good read on her, but something tells me she’s not buying it.

      “Buy the fuckin’ coffee, Austen, and come sit down.”

      My nostrils flare and I stalk back toward my spot. She mutters under her breath something that sounds like “told you.” I shake my head.

      She’s once again doing everything she can to drive me crazy.

      She grabs her coffee and weaves her way through the tables, back toward the corner where I’m sitting. I have my leg up on the bench beside me, spinning the cup in my fingers watching her approach.

      She pulls out the chair across from me, glancing around the shop before tossing her bag on the empty seat next to her and sits down.

      “Cut to the chase, O’Rourke. Tell me what the hell has gotten into you.”

      “I have a condition myself.”

      She smirks. “Do tell.”

      “You don’t go flying out of your chair, rip roaring mad, like I hear you did with Aimee.”

      “She told you, didn’t she?”

      I nod. “She’s worried about you. Can you consider the circumstances? Trust me. She started off by laying into me, literally, thinking it was me somehow behind it.”

      “Are you saying it’s not you?” she asks.

      I want to be offended she’d think I’d stoop so low, but then again, if I were in her shoes, I don’t think there’s a person around that I wouldn’t wonder had something to do with it too.

      “I’m an asshole and a prick, but I would never hurt you this deep.”

      She releases a shuttered sigh, as if all the tension and anxiety coiled inside her is forced right out of her body. She relaxes in her seat and nods, lifting her coffee to her lips, taking a long pull from her drink.

      “I guess I’m just questioning everything. I hardly know anyone here and I’m starting to wonder who I can and can’t trust.”

      She slips her glasses off her face again, along with her hat, setting them on the table beside her. She rakes her fingers through her hair, taming the locks before tucking a strand behind her ear.

      She looks beautiful, she always does. It’s what made it so difficult to stay away from her, even five years ago. 

      I can see it in her eyes how much this is wearing her down. She looks like she hasn’t sleep well. Something about her tossing and turning in her sleep, recalling the first night I stayed with her, makes me angrier. 

      I clear my throat and her eyes move over, meeting mine.

      “Could this be an angry ex-boyfriend or someone from your past? How did someone manage to get their hands on these photos?”

      Her throat bobs as she swallows, glancing down at the table. She runs her finger over the edge of her cup, peeling away the sticker on the side.

      “I honestly have no idea.”

      The fact she wouldn’t look at me when she said it, the way her voice changes, dropping low, gave me the feeling there was more she wasn’t telling me.

      “Is there anyone other than Justin you’ve been talking to? Any past boyfriends who could be pissed about you leaving?”

      The thoughts running through my head, wondering who it could be, are only making me more and more pissed the longer I sit here. 

      I keep thinking of her with someone else, their hands roaming every inch of her body the way mine had the night of the bonfire.

      As much as I want to suspect it could be Justin behind this, it doesn’t make sense who would have access to photos of her in the first place, so I’ve crossed him off the list. Don’t get me wrong, I’d love a reason to lay my hands on him, but it just isn’t adding up.

      “No angry ex-boyfriends,” she shakes her head. “No one who I’d think would be out for revenge.”

      “Maybe they’re not even angry. It could be someone you think you trust.”

      “The only person that would fit that description would be you.”

      My nostrils flare. She presses her elbow to the table, massaging her forehead.

      “Austen…”

      “Ryder…” she counters.

      “I know what it feels like to deal with the weight of the world on your shoulders and be left to deal with the fall out by yourself.”

      I was forced to deal with two parents who left me; one on his own accord and the other who lost their battle to addiction. No one cared enough to take the time to be there for me.

      Not until Austen showed up at Haven Brook and sat down at the picnic table. Even staring across the table from her now, it’s hard to wrap my head around how we’ve ended up here. I’m not going to let us go back to the way we were before though.

      She needs me and, damnit, I want to be the one she can turn to.

      “You don’t have to deal with everything on your own. I get you don’t trust me, or anyone right now. My actions in the past haven’t exactly given you the reason to believe you could. I don’t blame you either. I promise you though, I would never hurt you. Not like this.”

      She glances up, her gaze burning into me as if searching for any sign I could be lying.

      “I will prove to you that you can trust me. I’ll find out who’s behind this. I will not let anyone hurt you.”

      She looks back down at the table and sighs. “Okay.”

      I can tell she wants to believe me. I’ve been in her shoes before. I’ve heard so many empty promises, you start to expect it won’t happen because you know it will inevitably fall through.

      I’m going to have to do more than sit here and tell her she can trust me.

      I will have to prove it to her, and I will.

      Mark my words.
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      It’s day three since the email was sent, and my anxiety is at an all-time high.

      Last night was the first night I’ve stayed at my dorm since I got into it with Aimee. I didn’t have much in savings, but it was enough to get me a hotel for a couple of nights. The money was supposed to go toward school expenses. My scholarship was only going to cover so much.

      Being alone with these thoughts running through my head is only making it worse.

      I’m beginning to overthink all the things that could go wrong if the photos got leaked or word got out about my OnlyFun page. This had the potential of ruining everything I had worked so hard for.

      I could lose my scholarship. I could lose my internship. I’d lose everything I’ve been working so hard for.

      What would happen if I didn’t give them what they wanted? What lengths would they go to ruin me?

      Aimee texted me a few times here and there, but the truth is, I wasn’t ready to talk to her. I learned a long time ago it’s best to keep your walls up and not give your trust to anyone. When they inevitably break it, it’s easier to pick up the pieces and walk away.

      Then, there’s Ryder.

      It didn’t take long for word to travel. I expected it though. Especially after I slammed his friend against the wall and threatened to hurt her if I found out she had a hand in this.

      I’ll be honest, it wasn’t one of my finer moments.

      Ryder has been texting me often since our conversation at the coffee shop. He made it clear he was going to show me I could trust him, and so far, he’s following through on his word. 

      It doesn’t mean I’m not waiting for him to be the next person to disappoint me and walk away. 

      “What do you want now?” I grumble into the phone. 

      Aimee stayed over with Darren last night. I can’t avoid her forever, but I wasn’t quite ready for it either.

      “Do you have plans today?” Ryder asks.

      “Depends…”

      He sighs. “Do you have class?” 

      Clearly, he isn’t going to let this go, so I decide to stop arguing and roll with it.

      “I just finished my only class for today. I’m off at the station too.”

      I don’t mention the fact I need to record content for my site, but it can wait. I’m struggling to even do anything where that is concerned, which isn’t helping matters.

      “Good. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Wear comfy shoes and bring a change of clothes.”

      “Wha-?”

      I don’t manage to get the word out before the line cuts off and the phone beeps, signaling he ended the call.

      “Motherfucker.” I grit my teeth and toss my phone on the bed. He said a few minutes which leaves me with little time to waste.

      Why the hell do I need a change of clothes though?

      I kick off the boots I wore to class and swap them out for my Vans. I quickly throw my bag on the bed and shove a pair of jeans, a T-shirt, and a sweatshirt just in case I don’t get back until later tonight.

      We’re rolling into September and the fall weather is around the corner. When the sun starts to set, dipping beneath the clouds, in rolls the chilly air.

      I’m zipping up my bag when a text message beeps from Ryder with the word “here.”

      I want to fire back, demanding he tell me where he’s taking me, but I don’t. I jog down the stairs and push open the door, stepping out into the small courtyard overlooking the parking lot.

      I don’t see him right away until someone honks from a few spots down. His long, tattooed arm sticks out of the driver’s side window, waving me over.

      “You couldn’t, I don’t know, get out of the car and meet me?” I mutter, shaking my head.

      This is Ryder we were talking about. Chivalry was dead and gone a long time ago.

      The engine of the old Chevy Nova rumbles when he revs the gas and hollers out the window, “Hurry up already, will ya?”

      His grin beams through the windshield and I hold up a middle finger, telling him without words to shove it up his ass.

      I toss my bag in the backseat and slide onto the bench seat next to him.

      “Where the hell did you get this thing?” I ask, staring in awe at the shiny interior. The smell of leather hits me. The car was in mint condition. If it were possible, I’d have a hard on from the sight.

      I lean forward, running my hand over the dash before breaking my trance to look over at Ryder. 

      His arm is extended, resting on top of his steering wheel. His muscles flex, looking so effortlessly sexy. He twists a toothpick in his mouth. His gaze trails along my body over to my hand. 

      “Why haven’t I seen this around yet?”

      “I don’t drive it around campus, because idiots.”

      I smirk. I can’t blame him there. This beauty deserves to be appreciated and Lord knows what someone would do if they pulled up next to him.

      His eyes fall on my mouth and I swear he sucks in a breath before putting the car in reverse, pulling out of the spot. I reach for my seat belt, buckle up, and fold my hands in my lap.

      “I’m not telling you, so don’t bother asking,” he says a few minutes later as we start maneuvering off campus, onto the main roads through town.

      I turn toward him and narrow my eyes, annoyed he’s reading my mind. 

      “How long am I going to be stuck in here with you then?”

      He curves his mouth into a smile, and I roll my eyes, turning my attention out the window to the sights and sounds as we pass by.

      We’re an hour into the drive when I start getting antsy. Ryder drowns out my incessant questions by turning up the volume on the radio and I stop asking altogether.

      I start to see the signs along the road of an amusement park ahead. 

      “You’re kidding?” I ask, when he veers off, taking the exit. 

      “What?” He grins, and shrugs.

      “I’ve never been anywhere like this before.” Tears fill the brim of my eyes and I quickly blink them away. I glance out the window to avoid Ryder seeing how emotional it’s making me. 

      “I haven’t either,” he says.

      I don’t know much about him or his past, outside of our time in Haven Brook, although I suspect we had a lot of similarities in our upbringing.

      I still remember overhearing one of the kids mention how his dad skipped out on his mom when he was a baby and she later died of a drug overdose. Ryder was one of the longest residents there when I arrived, so if anyone knew the abandonment I felt, it was him.

      While my mom had an addiction of her own, I was thankful I still had her for as long as I did before she was sent away. Either way, we both had our parents taken from us and were left two broken kids in a very broken system.

      Trips to places like amusement parks wasn’t something I got to enjoy growing up. The fact Ryder thought to get me away from campus and bring me here makes my cold heart melt a little more for him.

      We bounce from ride to ride all day, deciding early on to test out every rollercoaster they have. We made a pact not to leave until we hit them all. We don’t bother to stop to even eat or play games. I don’t remember the last time I laughed or smiled this much. 

      The sight of Ryder next to me, a grin stretching across his face when we went over a hill on one of the rollercoasters moments before we spun upside down will forever be ingrained into my memory.

      “Oh my God.” I giggle, my legs dangling from high in the air. “This is the best day of my life!” I shout into the sky.

      Our hands kept finding each other’s during each ride. When I look over at him this time and reach for his hand, there’s a shift in his gaze, and his eyes stare down at my mouth.

      I drag my tongue over my lips, wetting them. Even with the loud music playing below, people laughing and shouting in the distance, I can still hear him suck in a breath. 

      “It’s been one of the best days of my life too.” He squeezes my fingers in his.

      Heat rushes over my body, radiating through my cheeks. 

      When the ride comes to a stop, I unbuckle the harness and step out of the seat. Ryder reaches for my hand again, slipping his fingers in mine. 

      “We should get some cotton candy.”

      I’ve never tried it before but seeing everyone passing by with cotton candy on a stick makes my mouth water for a taste.

      It’s getting late, and we still hadn’t eaten anything of substance. We would need to get something soon. I can’t live off water and cotton candy all day.

      The sky is turning dark, and storm clouds are rolling in. The humidity in the air is thick.

      Ryder hands over money to pay for my treat, and gives the cotton candy to me. I don’t waste any time before diving in, peeling off a piece and shoving it into my mouth.

      “Mm,” I moan, my eyes rolling closed. “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      My eyes slowly drag open, and I reach for another piece, this one bigger than the last. I stick my tongue out, licking my lips of the sugary sweet taste. My mouth waters the more I eat.

      I’m going to get a stomachache but Lord it was delicious.

      Ryder’s two steps ahead of me, staring back at me while I practically drool over my treat. My footsteps slow to a stop.

      “Are you sure you don’t want some?” I wave my hand at him.

      He slowly shakes his head no, watching while I take another bite. His jaw clenches when I suck on the tip of my finger. His eyes turn glossy, his lids lowering with desire.

      “C’mere,” he grumbles, reaching for my hand.

      I could hardly keep up with his long stride, pulling me with him between two buildings until we were out of sight from the crowd of people.

      “Is everything okay?” I ask, staring up at him.

      He rakes his palms over his face. His movements were jerky and frantic, before he drops his hands to his side. 

      “No, I’m not okay.”

      He takes a step toward me, then another, and another until my back is pressed against the wall. My body trembles against the coolness of the wood.

      “Austen,” he whispers.

      I look around us quickly, checking to make sure we are alone. There are people walking by, laughing, and screaming from the rides twisting and turning above us. Yet, right here in this moment, it is only the two of us.

      Everything about being with Ryder is a bad idea, but I happen to like bad ideas.

      “I want you,” he moans, his fingers gripping my hips.

      The raspy sound of his voice makes it hard to swallow. I don’t think I’ve ever heard anything so sexy in my life. I don’t bother with my cotton candy anymore, dropping it to the ground beside me, wrapping my arms around his neck to pull him closer.

      When our lips crash together, it’s as if the world around us is crashing too. A bolt of lightning shoots across the sky and the soft pattering of raindrops fall to the ground around us.

      I don’t care about anything but tasting Ryder again. I open my mouth and he drags his tongue over mine, sucking on my lower lip.

      “Fuck, you taste sweet,” he groans. His words come out breathless as his hand drags over my cheek to cup my face.

      The rain starts to pick up, but it doesn’t do anything to tamp down the heat burning between us.

      He bends down, lifting me into his arms and pinning me against the wall. I lock my heels around him, grinding over his hard length, earning me a low growl.

      The awning on the side of the building does little to protect us from the storm, and the rain drenches my hair and my shirt. 

      “Ryder.” My voice cracks. 

      He pulls back, rain dripping from his brow, gliding down his cheek. 

      I want so badly for us to go somewhere to be alone, but I’m afraid of what would happen if we stopped now. 

      “Take me to your car,” I whisper, pressing another kiss against his lips. “Please.”

      His thumb brushes over the apple of my cheek, tilting his forehead against mine.

      “Let’s go.”
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      Rain pelts against our face as we race through the parking lot toward my car. It was damn near impossible to pull away from Austen when her sweet lips brushed against mine. 

      The crack of thunder rolling in matches the storm raging in my thoughts. Every second we spent together today was slowly building and building to this moment. We breached the barrier now. The dam is broken and all I can do now is succumb to it, letting the waves crash over me.

      I dash toward the passenger side of my car, shoving the key in the lock and open the door for her. She quickly dives inside just as another bolt of lightning strikes. This one much closer than the one before.

      “Ahh, shit,” I shout. “Scoot over.” 

      I follow behind her, pushing both of us onto the passenger seat. 

      Her hair is drenched with strands plastered to her cheek and forehead. She doesn’t have a care in the world though, her smile breaks across her face. She lifts her shirt, using the bottom to wipe away moisture from her cheek. 

      The second my eyes fall on her bare skin, my throat goes dry, causing it to constrict. I exhale harshly, sending me into a coughing fit. I tilt my head back against the headrest, raking my palms over my face and release a heavy groan.

      “Ryder,” she says breathlessly. So much heat and desire mixed into one word. I’m ready to beg her to say it again.

      “Look at me.” Her fingers grip my arm, attempting to peel my hands away from my face.

      “I can’t.”

      “You can’t?”

      “Do you realize how hard you’re making this right now?”

      “Hard?” she repeats. The subtle croak in her voice made it clear how hard it was for the both of us.

      My dick was like a caged animal all day, begging to be set free. The sight of her now, after fighting off this attraction to her for this long, was like tempting a lion with meat. I’m growing ravenous with how much I want her.

      The only problem is I don’t know if we both want this.

      She moves her leg over me, straddling my lap. It’s not until she grinds her warm pussy against my dick that my hands finally drop from my face. 

      “Well, that wasn’t as hard as I thought.” She quirks her brow, dragging her teeth over her lower lip.

      I grip her hips in my hands as she circles her body against me. The move creates a delicious friction causing my dick to strain against the front of my shorts.

      “Oh, baby. It’s definitely fuckin’ hard,” I grunt.

      She grins this time, grabbing my face in her hands and crashes her lips against mine. The small moan that escapes her mouth has me ready to flip her over and fuck her right on this front seat.

      She pulls away, arching her back. Her nipples strain against the front of her tank top. I run my thumb over the hard bud, plucking it between my fingers. I push the material over her chest, along with her bra, and suck her pink flesh into my mouth.

      She rakes her nails over my scalp, holding me to her. She continues to thrust her hips, riding me through my shorts. She alternates her movements, constantly keeping me guessing.

      “You’re so fuckin’ sexy,” I moan, kissing her chest toward her collarbone and up her neck. 

      She wraps her arms around my shoulders and I drink in every ounce of her. My fingers run over her back, caressing her soft skin. 

      I wish we were anywhere but here right now.

      Another crack of lightning strikes, followed by a low rumble of thunder in its wake.

      “Stay with me tonight,” I murmur against her lips. 

      She pulls back and stares into my eyes, silently asking if I’m sure.

      I nod. “We can get something to eat and head back to my place. Stay with me.”

      She bites down on the corner of her lip, appearing to think about it.

      “Why?” As soon as the word is out of her mouth, she seems to second guess it. 

      “I mean, why do you want me to?”

      I don’t blame her for wanting to know. The dynamic between us has shifted so quickly, it makes sense she’d suspect I had some ulterior motive.

      I still wish she trusted me to talk more about the email and, aside from wanting money, why it seemed to freak her out so much.

      What did they have over her?

      If she didn’t trust me, or my intentions with her, it makes sense why she’d continue to press me further about everything.

      “I want to spend time together and fall asleep with you in my arms. Until we get to the bottom of this, I need to know you’re safe and protected.”

      She seems to consider my words, but the reality of the situation hits her when I mention her safety.

      The tension in the car shifts and she climbs off my lap, taking a seat next to me.

      We sit there for a few minutes, listening to the soft rain beat against the car. 

      She rolls her head to the side, staring at me, seemingly lost in thought. 

      “I’ll stay with you,” she whispers.

      “Good.” I smile, climbing over her lap to the driver seat.

      My long legs make it difficult. There’s some grunting involved, but I manage to make it happen. 

      She doesn’t move back over to the passenger seat, instead claiming the spot in the middle, resting her head against my shoulder.

      I’ve never been an affectionate person, but there’s something about Austen’s touch that has me craving more.

      We make it halfway back to Philly before we decide to pull off at a small diner along the highway for dinner. The sky is still dark from the storm, but as night starts to fall upon us, we both agree she should probably get something more than cotton candy in her system. 

      The rain has shifted to a soft mist, although we caught the forecast on the radio saying it’s supposed to last all night, as a huge storm is rolling through the east coast.

      The diner is quiet, most of the patrons likely heading home for the night.

      An older woman with her hair pulled up is standing behind the bar counter and I motion to one of the booths lining the wall.

      “Take your pick,” she greets us with a warm smile. “I’ll be with you both in just a moment.”

      Austen leads the way, climbing into the booth and I slide into the seat across from her. We both pick up the menus and begin browsing through the options. 

      “So, best day ever, huh?” 

      She nods. “The best.”

      She drops the menu onto the table between us and rests her chin on her hand, smiling over at me.

      “What was your favorite part?” I ask.

      She purses her lips together, thinking about it for a minute. “I loved the Space Shot.” She grins. 

      I smile. We saved the Space Shot for last. It had been my favorite too.

      “But…” she interjects. “I think my favorite was the end of the day. The, uh, cotton candy.”

      She grins, and warmth covers her cheeks. My eyes fall to her lips. I have the urge to lean over the table and kiss her again. 

      “I loved the cotton candy too.” I wink and she sighs, shaking her head.

      “Can I ask you something?” she asks, her face turning serious. 

      I have a feeling whatever she’s about to ask is going to change things between us. I wasn’t the greatest about talking or opening up, but if there was anyone who would understand what I’ve been through, I know it will be Austen.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why’d you end up at Haven Brook?”

      I sigh and lean back against the booth seat. I’ve pushed Austen away for so long, but I'm tired of running. From her and from the reality of my past. I look around the room for a second, trying to find the words. 

      “I was little when my dad left. Real little. Shit, I don’t even remember what he looks like. My mom didn’t leave any photos behind of him and his family was never in the picture. He never wanted anything to do with me anyway, I guess, so I didn’t bother to look him up.”

      “I’ve always had a hard time sleeping. I was awake the night you were brought into Haven Brook and that’s why I knew you were having a bad dream. I could hear you grunting in your sleep from your room.”

      I release a shuttered breath, staring down at the table. Austen reaches out for my hand. 

      “We can wait. We don’t have to do this now.”

      “No, it’s okay.” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to keep control of my emotions. “I think I need to talk about it.”

      She nods in understanding. I trace my finger over the back of her hand and continue.

      “My mom had a lot of guys coming in and out of our place growing up. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve woken up to fighting. They’d be yelling at each other, one thing would lead to another, and I’d find her the next morning with a black eye. One time they hit her so hard, she had a broken tooth. Anyway, I was used to different men coming around. The night my mom died I remember waking up to one of her many boyfriends trying to crawl in bed with me. Sometimes I swear I can still smell the stench of alcohol on his breath.”

      She squeezes my hand, attempting to blink away the tears forming in her eyes, sensing where the conversation was going.

      “All I remember was him mumbling something about how bad he wanted me.” My lip curls in disgust. “One second I was laying there in my bed and then the next I was bent over him, my fist pounding into him to the point I couldn’t feel anything. I was numb.” 

      “I sat there on the floor staring at his bloody face for a while. He was alive, but he wasn’t there, if you know what I mean. Eventually I got up and went into the living room, trying to find my mom. She was,” I exhale heavily. “She was laying on the couch. For a second, I thought she was breathing, but when I bent down close to her, I knew she wasn’t.”

      I pull my hands away from Austen, recalling the sound coming from her throat.

      “She overdosed. They couldn’t tell me how long she had been gone when I found her, but I still struggle with the fact that if I got up sooner, maybe I could’ve saved her.”

      Austen slides out of the booth and takes a seat next to me, wrapping her arm around mine. She leans her head against my shoulder, telling me without words she’s here. She’s with me.

      “I found my mom the same way once,” Austen whispers. “She’s in prison now, but I know how terrifying that feeling is. I’m sorry, Ryder.”

      I nod, leaning my head against hers. 

      The waitress comes around the corner, seeing the two of us sitting together. She nods, flashing us a warm smile, before she turns around leaving us to our moment. 

      “Thank you for today,” Austen whispers.

      “Thank you,” I repeat back. I think I needed this more than she did.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket and I pull it out to see Darren’s name on the screen. I wasn’t interested in whatever he wanted to talk about. I suspect he’s only calling to see if I’m going to hit up some party with him. I hit ignore before another call comes through again. He must’ve ended the call and hit redial.

      “What?” I bark.

      “I knew you were ignoring me,” he grunts.

      “Why’d you call me back then?”

      “Aimee has been trying to get ahold of Austen for the last hour. Is she with you?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Dude, tell her to check her email.”

      The diner is quiet, and her head is still leaning against my shoulder. She shoots up, reaching over the table to where she left her phone, fumbling it as she tries to type in her passcode. Her hands are shaking, and her face turns white, as if she saw a ghost.

      “Aimee,” she mutters breathlessly, holding the phone against her ear.

      “What is it?” I shout, slamming my fist against the table. I notice a few people turning their head toward us, along with the waitress standing near the front of the restaurant.

      “Are you kidding? Please tell me you’re kidding,” Austen says, emotion caught in her throat. She rubs her fingers over her forehead and squeezes her eyes shut.

      “Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on?”

      “Someone sent out a leaked photo. She’s naked, man. The face is cut off, but the tattoo. It’s Austen.”

      My jaw clenches and my nostrils flare. Austen mutters to Aimee she’s gotta go, dropping the phone on the table. She buries her face into her palms, sobs racking through her small body.

       “I got another email from them, Ryder. They said I’m not taking them serious enough so now they’re demanding $50,000. They threatened to report me to the school. What if I lose my scholarship? My internship? Ryder, I could lose everything if they find out.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Find out what? It’s not like you did this.”

      She shrugs me off, moving to slide out of the booth.

      “Hey, whoa. Where are you going?”

      “Can we go? We can pick up something on the way back to your place. I just need to go. I need out of here.” She ducks her head, staring around the room.

      I notice the eyes on us. I can imagine what they’re thinking after my outburst.

      I nod. I reach into my pocket and toss a twenty on the table. It was the least I could do after coming in here, causing a scene and leaving without even ordering food. 

      I lead Austen out of the diner and back out to my car.

      The happiness she wore on her face when we first got here was gone, and I’m pissed at whoever is doing this to her.
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      Ryder is quiet the rest of the drive back to Philly, leaving me with only the soft sound of the radio playing on low in the background mixed with the rain beating against the windshield.

      He tried to get me to talk to him, but in the back of my mind, I’m still struggling to figure out who I can trust.

      There’s this feeling deep inside my gut telling me it’s not Ryder I need worry about, even though I can’t shake this immense fear I could be wrong.

      I zone out along the way, losing track of time. My mind filters through the emails and the photos sent in them. Both pictures had been on my OnlyFun account, which meant whoever it was, knew about my job. Something about succumbing to their threats by deleting my account or handing over the money, money I don’t even have, makes me feel as if I was letting them win.

      I don’t want a penny from my sperm donor, and I refuse to let their threats scare me.

      We pull up outside of a large apartment building not too far from campus. Ryder puts his car in park and cuts the ignition, silence falling over us.

      He waits for a minute before he tilts his head over to me and asks, “Are you okay?”

      The streetlamp in the corner of the parking lot shines enough light for me to make out his features, especially his eyes that smolder like blue crystals. He brushes his thumb over his lower lip, clenching his keys in hand, waiting for my response.

      “I don’t want to think or talk about it anymore,” I whisper. “Today was a great day. It helped me get everything off my mind. Can we keep it that way? Can we not talk about it for tonight and not let it ruin this too?”

      I rake my hand through my damp locks, tucking a strand behind my ear. My body hums from the heat of Ryder’s stare, burning into me. I tilt my head over to look at him, making out the ridges lining his forehead from his deep scowl. 

      It’s the first time I’ve seen any real emotion out of him making me feel like it’s bothering him as much as it is me. Normally he’s closed off, emotionless, but beneath the dark sky his wall was coming down.

      The rain starts to pick up and another flash of lightening highlights the sky in the distance, followed by a slow rumble of thunder. 

      “Let’s get inside before it starts pouring again,” he says, seemingly agreeing to drop it. He’s doing it for me though because I can sense the tension rolling off him in waves, wanting answers.

      I nod, reaching for the doorhandle and shove it open just as the rain starts to pick up. The pelts flutter against the ground as we both take off jogging toward the door.

      He reaches the door before me, quickly pulling it open and releases a heavy breath when we enter the enclosed hallway leading to his apartment. The walls are worn down with various holes patched along with trash littering the floor.

      He ducks his head, shoving his hand in his pocket. If he’s embarrassed, he has no reason to be. Hell, given all the shit we went through growing up, he should be proud of himself for where he is today. We both should be. We struggled for everything we had and here we are, fighting tooth and nail to overcome the shitty life we were dealt.

      He unlocks the door to his apartment, pausing to turn toward me, his back against the door.

      “You’re the first person I’ve ever brought here,” he murmurs.

      His eyes appear to lose focus, staring behind me for a brief moment, lost in thought. When they lock back on mine, something in them shifts. I can’t quite explain it, but I have a feeling whatever happens tonight between us, there will be no going back to who we were before.

      “I’ve never stayed over with someone before,” I say, realizing how stupid it sounds coming out of my mouth. “I mean, not like this. I’ve stayed over with family and at countless foster homes, but never someone that I… where there was. You know.”

      A small smile curves the edge of his mouth, saving me from rambling any further.

      He reaches for my hand and pushes the door open, leading me inside. The callouses on his fingers brush over my skin and all I can think about is how they’d feel on every sensitive part of my body. He slams the door behind me, pinning my back against the wall.

      There’s a large window on the opposite side of the room. The light from outside casting a soft glow into the room, otherwise we’re cloaked in darkness. 

      He takes a step toward me and I tilt my head against the wall, releasing a shuttered breath. He lets go of my hand, sliding his fingers over my forearm moving to grip my hips. I hold onto him, tilting my head back until my eyes fall on him.

      He leans in and runs his nose over the column of my neck. His warm breath skates along my skin. I tremble, triggering each of my senses.

      I’m consumed.

      When he brushes his lips along my neck, I let out a throaty moan and dig my fingers into his arm. 

      “Ryder,” I breathe. 

      “Mmhm,” he hums.

      “You should know…” my voice shutters. “I’ve never been with anyone before.”

      I wanted to follow it up with “not like this” but I am not ready to tell him about the life I keep hidden.

      I need him to understand the gravity of what this means to me.

      When I first showed up at Haven Brook, something about him spoke to me. I sought out comfort in him and, at first, he welcomed it. He opened up to me, but as soon as his walls started to come down, he was quick to force me away and the walls came right back up.

      I didn’t want the past to repeat itself again, especially after tonight. 

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispers, pressing his forehead against mine. “I never did, even back then.” 

      He pulls back an inch, tracing his finger along my jaw before pressing his mouth against mine. The kiss starts out firm, but as my body relaxes against him, so does his and our lips soften against each other.

      I slip my arms around his shoulders, which isn’t easy to do with our height difference. 

      He breaks the kiss, his eyes staring into mine. His tongue drags across his lips. The sight has desire pooling low in my belly.

      “I won’t let anyone else hurt you either.” His nostrils flare. The words spoken with conviction, but with an edge of pain too. “I don’t know what they have over you or how they got those pictures of you. Just know,” he pauses. “I won’t let you fight this battle alone. I’d go to war with anyone who tries to hurt you.”

      “Ryder,” I murmur, reaching out to tangle my fingers with his. The move seems to relax him again, letting go of whatever thoughts or fears were rolling through his mind. 

      “I want you…” I pull him closer to me again.

      He takes a step between my legs and reaches down, gripping my thighs as he lifts me into his arms. I circle my legs around him, molding my body against his.

      I kiss up the curve of his neck and he turns to carry me through the dark apartment, down the short hallway. He kicks the door open. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot his bed near the corner of the room. 

      It’s massive, much bigger than the one I’m used to sleeping in back in my dorm, but it makes sense considering he stands nearly a foot taller than me.

      He carries me over and playfully drops me on the edge of the bed, sending me falling backwards against the mattress. I laugh, tilting my head back arching my back toward him. I watch as he stares at me with rapt attention.

      The move stirs up the air around me and I pick up the scent of Ryder. It’s a mixture of clean with a subtle woodsy smell. It was familiar, yet uniquely Ryder too.

      He bends down on the floor, untying my shoes and tosses them near the closet behind him. 

      I drag my lip between my teeth, staring down at him. My mind flashes back to the Ryder I saw with Big Boobs McGee, recalling how he gripped her hair in his fist. 

      Something about this sweet side feels all wrong with Ryder.

      “What?” he stares up at me, his fingers massaging the bottom of my foot.

      I grin. “I guess I didn’t picture you being so…sweet.” 

      He tosses his head back and laughs. The sight of his throat and the subtle bob of his Adam’s apple had me clenching my thighs together.

      His gaze falls on my legs before meeting mine again. 

      “I guess I thought for the first time I’d take it slow.”

      “The first time?” I question. He was already thinking about the next time.

      He smiles and nods. “It’s not even ten o’clock yet, Austen. There’s still a whole lot of night left.”

      I swallow hard at the thought. 

      His fingers brush over my ankle and up my leg. Each pass his hands made over my skin toward my thighs, I could feel my body relaxing more. When his fingers graze the hem of my shorts, he moves my leg over his shoulder and kisses a trail following the same path his hands made.

      “Lay back,” he urges, and I fall back to my elbows. 

      He rolls his eyes and shakes his head, not surprised by the fact I don’t take directions from him. His ran his hand over the front of my shorts, pausing to press against the seam between my legs. I suck in a deep breath at the sensations spreading through my body.

      I’ve never been shy about exploring my body, but the way my body reacts to his touch is different than anything I’ve felt before. In my mind, when I share pictures of myself on the internet, I am doing it under the guise of Violet. No one knows it’s me, so there was a safety net in knowing my identity was protected in a way.

      Even when I had moments of doubt, I always told myself it was a job.

      A means to an end.

      It also helped build confidence in myself I had lost somewhere along the way. As much as I hate to feel like I put my worth into how strangers online saw me, it felt good to feel wanted by someone for once.

      This, with Ryder, is different though.

      The way he looks at me, the race of adrenaline shooting through me every time he kisses me, the need I felt wanting him to touch every inch of my body.

      I want more of him in every way.

      I listen to his ask and finally drop to the bed. He reaches for the button of my shorts, undoing it before sliding them down my legs. 

      “Fuck,” he mutters under his breath, and I grin at how unrestrained he sounds.

      He brushes his lips over the apex of my thigh, this time following the path until he brushes his nose through my folds. He takes a deep breath and I slap my hand over my mouth.

      Any mortification I felt at the thought of him smelling me is forced out of my mind when he sucks my clit through my underwear. I thrust my hips toward him. The move has him growling under his breath.

      He pulls back, reaching for my panties and slips them down my legs. He holds them up waiting until I’m watching him before pressing them against his face, inhaling them. 

      “Ryder,” I chastise, my mouth dropping open.

      “You smell so fucking good.”

      I fling my arm over my face, unable to believe what I just saw. His fingers trace over my folds. My stomach quivers at the feel of him touching me.

      When he brushes over my clit, I roll my eyes back and let my legs fall the rest of the way open. 

      “Tell me how bad you want me,” he moans, tracing his finger over my opening. 

      I’m unable to form a word, lost in the sensation spreading through my body. He’s barely touching me and yet I feel like I’m on the brink of going insane. I don’t know if I want to beg him to touch me or reach my hand down to do it myself.

      Each pass his fingers make up and over my clit and back down only to push just the tip of his finger into my center has me ready to beg him to stop talking and give me what I want already. 

      “Please,” I moan. It’s all I’m able to force out.

      “Please, what?”

      “I’m not kidding.”

      “Neither am I,” he says, pulling his hand back from me.

      I push myself back up to my elbows, staring down at him. He raises his brow, challenging me. I narrow my eyes, moving my hand over my stomach down between my legs.

      His gaze burns into me. For a second, I almost think he’s surprised by my bold move before he pushes my hand out of the way and I playfully swat back at him. 

      He moves to stand, climbing over me. 

      “Stop.” He grits his teeth and I smile back at him.

      “Are you trying to push my fucking buttons, Austen?” 

      I shrug. “Maybe.”

      He clenches his jaw. I continue to rub my clit, but I tune him out, closing my eyes and letting my mouth drop open to release a moan.

      “Get up on the bed, Austen,” he says. He waits for a second for me to stop and crawl up his bed. When I don’t move, he follows it up with, “Now.”

      “Always so damn moody.” 

      He lets out a slow chuckle, but not one that finds what I said humorous, more as if to say “you have no fuckin’ idea.” I give in and crawl up the mattress, falling back against his pillows. 

      He stands at the end of the bed, ripping his shirt over his head. My eyes soak in the sight of his naked body on display for me, along with the Zeus tattoo spanning the front of his chest blending into the one covering his arm.

      He reaches for the waistband of his shorts, pushing them down and kicking them off. My eyes damn near pop out of my head at the sight of his length bobbing at attention.

      “If you keep staring at me like that, I’m going to find something to go into that mouth of yours.”

      His nostrils flare when I follow it up by tracing my tongue over my lip.

      “I’m going to get you back for this. You just wait.”

      “I’m waiting,” I fire back.

      He crawls up the bed toward me, his eyes blazing into me as he does. I move my legs open for him, challenging him the closer he gets.

      He reaches for my ankle, pulling me toward him. The move sends me to my back before he pushes my legs against my chest, taking the wind right out of me. 

      “Hold your legs up.” His voice is firm, commanding.

      He lifts my ass in the air before he bends down and traces a path from my pussy to my clit. I’m unable to move with the weight of my body nearly folded in half.

      All I know is I don’t want him to stop. I never want him to fucking stop.

      When he sucks on my clit, I can barely understand the words coming out of my mouth. I know they can’t possibly make any sense though, most of them unintelligible sounds more than anything.

      He dips his finger back into my pussy, and this time he gives me more than just the tip. Judging alone by the size of his finger, I can’t imagine what it will do when he slips inside me for the first time.

      “It’s going to feel so fuckin’ good.” 

      He responds, and I realize I must’ve voiced my thoughts out loud.

      Before I have a chance to overthink it, he lowers me back down to the bed and moves until he’s positioned above me, brushing the head of his dick through my folds. I wrap my legs around his waist, attempting to pull him closer to me. 

      He leans over on his forearms, pressing a kiss against my lips. When he slowly enters me, he breaks the kiss, pushing his forehead against mine while we both struggle to get a hold of ourselves.

      Once he’s all the way inside me, he rolls his eyes shut and lets out a heavy puff of air. When his eyes find mine, he reaches his hand up, his thumb caressing the apple of my cheek.

      “Are you okay?” he whispers low.

      I’m unable to speak, so I respond with a subtle nod before I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him back down to kiss me again.

      This time when he does, he thrusts his hips back before they piston toward me. 

      Each push of his hips drives me further and further to the edge, until we’re both standing right there on the brink together. When he leans back, he reaches his hand between us and rubs his thumb over my clit. I release a loud moan, clawing at his arms, begging for more.

      I’ll never forget the sound of Ryder groaning my name when I fell over the edge.

      I’m in deep with him now. So deep I hope I never have to come up for air.
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      I drag my ass out of Ryder’s bed the next morning and force myself to shower before heading to class. I’m amazed I’m able to focus on anything but our night together.

      Every inch of my body hums at the thought of his touch, remembering the way his hands gripped my hips, the memory of his fingers slipping inside me, his mouth licking and sucking while he did.

      The thought alone sends my body breaking out in shivers, and it has nothing to do with being cold.

      I’m ready for a nap when I make it back to my dorm, opening the door to find Aimee sitting on her bed.

      I stop in my tracks, staring at her. She doesn’t look like her usual self. She’s dressed down in a pair of cotton shorts and a T-shirt. Her makeup is removed, and her hair looks frizzy like she hadn’t styled it yet for the day. Hell, even her usual smile stretched across her face is gone.

      “Hey,” she whispers, flashing me a wave.

      I nod, tossing my bag on the floor and kicking off my shoes.

      I know we need to talk about what happened the last time the two of us saw each other. There’s a part of me that’s avoiding the conversation all together. We haven’t spoken much, aside from the phone call at the diner and a few text messages. I’m not sure I’m ready to face the reality of my actions.

      “I was hoping we could talk,” she says.

      I exhale and turn back to look at her. She crosses her legs beneath her and folds her hands in her lap. She looks as uncomfortable as I feel, but something about it breaks the ice.

      “I think it’s time,” I agree, climbing onto my bed, facing her.

      “I want to start off by apologizing. I’ve gotten into your business a few times since we met. It was never with the intention of hurting you though. All I did was mention to Ryder in front of Darren how your dad passed away and left you an inheritance. I didn’t give him any of the details, other than how you want nothing to do with it.”

      “Is that the only time it was ever brought up?”

      She nods, before she suddenly stops. Her eyes flashing in realization.

      “What?” I bark.

      She holds her hand up. “Ryder made a comment the night of the bonfire when you went to the cabin. He called you fake and told Justin to be careful. Something about how you liked to pretend you had it rough growing up, but it’s a lie. He told him your dad was a millionaire.”

      My heart starts to pound, and I push myself off the bed, pacing the length of the room.

      Immediately, my mind goes to Justin, suspecting it could be him.

      Why would it be him? Not only does he have plenty of his own money, he treated me good the night we were together. Even when I turned him down after he tried to kiss me, he was a gentleman about it.

      The entire drive home, he was sweet and made small talk about how much the old pickup he was driving meant to him. I was surprised it still ran, but he told me the story about how it was his dad’s first truck, passed down to him from his grandpa, and how his dad did the same when he turned sixteen.

      We’ve exchanged a few texts since. He seemed to catch on to the fact I’m not interested in him. 

      It still didn’t add up how he’d get the pictures though. As soon as the thought crosses my mind, I already cross him off the list of possibilities. If Ryder said something at the bonfire, it could be any number of people who may have overheard.

      “I don’t think Ryder meant to hurt you, Austen.” Aimee winces, biting her lip.

      “It’s okay. I don’t think he intended for this all to happen either.”

      “I thought it was all harmless fun, me trying to push the two of you together. I saw the connection between you two the very first day we met. Ryder has never shown interest in a woman, except maybe when he was looking to hookup at a party. He’s tried to play it off like it was in my head, but we all know there’s more there between you two.”

      I rub my lips together. Aimee doesn’t even know the right turn our relationship took after we spent yesterday together.

      “I guess I thought I was doing the two of you a favor. You’re both stubborn. I wanted to play matchmaker and get you to see what’s right in front of you.”

      “We did know each other from back home, but I’ll give you some credit.”

      Her eyes light up. “Darren said you were together last night when he called Ryder about the photos. Did you…? Are you saying you’re...?”

      She pushes herself off the bed, bounding to her feet. She claps her hands together with excitement and I laugh.

      I nod. “I stayed over with him last night.”

      Her mouth drops open and her eyes bug out. “You’re kidding me.”

      I shake my head, smiling. 

      “Holy shit.” Her face is one of shock, her jaw practically unhinged. “I don’t think Ryder has ever taken a woman back to his place before.”

      I chuckle. “He hasn’t. He made it a point to tell me last night actually.”

      She sits on the edge of her bed, bending over with her hands on her knees. “You have to tell me about it. Was it good? Is he big? He has to be. You know what they say about those tall, lean guys. His hands are massive, and he has big feet. All signs say he’s packin’ heat.” 

      She winks, her mouth rattles off a mile a minute. I throw my head back, trying not to laugh but I can’t help it. 

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” She deflates.

      My mind flashes to what he’d say or do if he found out I told Aimee what went down between us.

      “All I will say is it was good…very good. More than good.” I smile.

      “You’re blushing.” She wiggles her finger, pointing it toward my face. “You lucky bitch.” 

      She pushes to stand, and stalks across the room toward the closet. She opens the door, staring at her reflection in the mirror before turning back to face me. She rummages through her pile of makeup before dabbing foundation on her face.

      “I’m sorry for putting my hands on you like I did.”

      She stares at me, her hand held in the air waiting for me to continue.

      “No excuses, Aimee. I just got so mad and, I guess I thought you had something to do with it. I didn’t know anyone here. I mean, I knew Ryder, but I never thought I could trust him. I thought I’d have everything, my scholarship, my internship taken away from me.”

      “You scared the hell out of me.” She laughs, going back to doing her makeup. “I won’t lie, I thought you were going to kick my ass right there, but you didn’t hurt me. You made your point.”

      “I’m sorry though, it won’t happen again.”

      “Damn straight, it won’t.” She fires back. “I’ll be ready next time and I’ll kick your ass too.”

      I know there is an edge of seriousness to her tone, but I shrug it off. We both said our piece and now we’re brushing it under the rug.

      “Be honest with me, and I swear I won’t open my mouth this time. How do you think someone got their hands on those pictures?”

      I swallow hard, avoiding her burning gaze. This isn’t something I’ve told anyone. It’s not because I’m ashamed or embarrassed, although I do get mortified at the thought of someone close to me seeing my content.

      I exhale slowly, not sure how to explain it to her.

      “They were calling you Violet Grace online. Is that like an alias or something?”

      I nod. She gives me a couple minutes, attempting to sort through how to explain this to her.

      “Have you heard of OnlyFun?”

      “Girl, are you kidding me? Who hasn’t?” She laughs. “Is that where those photos are from?”

      I nod again, fidgeting my hands in my lap.

      “Quit the shy act. You can’t tell me you took those pictures and then start acting like this now. I bet you’re wild in bed.” She cackles. “No wonder Ryder wants you. I’ve heard he’s into that rough sex. Will you two let me watch?”

      My eyes bulge out of my head as the dorm room swings open. Ryder always has a way of picking the perfect time to walk through the door, choosing this moment to show up.

      “What’s up?” he asks, as Darren steps in behind him. Ryder disregards everyone else in the room and stalks over toward me, tipping my chin up like he’s going to lean over and kiss me.

      He realizes then he’s walked in on something. Aimee’s too focused on him touching me to even form any words. 

      “Did I interrupt?” He looks from me, over to Aimee.

      Darren acts like he doesn’t want to be here, claiming his usual spot leaning against the wall.

      “You going to act like,” she points her makeup brush at where his thumb is still pressed beneath my chin, “this whole thing isn’t happening now? I’m not an idiot. You two can stop the whole act now.”

      Ryder turns his gaze back toward me. We hadn’t really talked about what happens now, but I also hadn’t expected him to walk in here and act the way he is either. 

      She would know something is off now.

      He drops his hand to his side and takes a seat across at Aimee’s desk. 

      “You gonna ignore me?” She spins around. 

      Ryder shrugs, not bothering to elaborate. 

      “To answer your question, Ryder, you did interrupt. I was in the middle of asking her if she’d let me watch you two together. I can only imagine how wild you both are.”

      He chokes on air, sending him into a coughing fit. I can’t control myself either, spiraling into a fit of laughter.

      “You told her?” he mouths to me.

      “She figured it out herself,” I mutter.

      “I told you I’m not an idiot, Irish. You’d do well to remember that too,” Aimee snaps back.

      Ryder shrugs, pushing himself to his feet. He takes the two steps separating us and tilts my head up toward him again. When he leans over and presses a kiss against my mouth, the room goes quiet. I’m not sure if it’s because I’m drowning everything out or if they’re as speechless as I am.

      When he pulls back, he flashes me a wink and takes a seat again.

      “Jesus,” Aimee whispers breathlessly.

      I bite down on my lip, fidgeting again. I’m thankful when my phone vibrates in my hand with a text message coming through, giving me a distraction from how badly I wish we were alone. 

      Aimee: I promise I won’t tell him or anyone anything. 

      Another message comes through.

      Aimee: I was serious about watching too.

      She follows it up with a devil smiling emoji and I close out of the message, shaking my head at her from where she’s staring at me from her reflection in the mirror.

      She may have heard about Ryder liking it rough in the bedroom, but what she hasn’t heard about me is I don’t do well with sharing.

      Ever.
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      When Monday rolls around, I’m not ready for what I have to do. 

      I didn’t tell Ryder about the meeting with the lawyer. It wasn’t my intention to keep it a secret, but I wasn’t ready to talk about it either.

      I am still dead set on not accepting the money. Something about taking it, or hell even letting the person behind the emails get to me, feels like I am letting them win.

      My dad chose a long time ago to have nothing to do with me. The only reason he ever came around, when he rarely did, was because of his ongoing affair with my mom.

      I hated him for what he did to her.

      While I know she’s accountable for her own actions, even the ones that inevitably led her to prison, I know he was the one who used and enabled her. All he cared about was sex, using her for his own twisted needs.

      When he was done and got what he wanted, he threw money at her and walked away.

      I can’t help but feel like this is what he was doing with me too.

      He knew she wasn’t in any place to care for me either. Did he worry about where the money was going or even about my health and wellbeing? Nope. 

      He was feeding his own addiction, and subsequently my mom’s as well.

      I am collateral damage in it all.

      Now I look at where she is and remember how he refused to give her the help she needed, especially when he had the means to do so. It only makes me hate him more. 

      He was a coward and I refuse to live my life being a coward too. 

      The bus ride to Cleveland is about two hours long. I’ve been making a new playlist of songs I’ve been listening to lately, so I put in my headphones and drown out the world, helping the time fly by quicker.

      There’s about thirty minutes left to kill before I have to be at Mr. Morio’s office. I decide to go for a walk nearby, attempting to clear my head and calm my nerves. I know there is a chance I’ll have to face his other family. I keep picturing the look on their face when I walk in, the product of his infidelity.

      His dirty little secret.

      The child he never wanted to have but was stuck with.

      I want to get this over with already.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket as I take a seat along the park bench. I pull it out as another message from Justin flashes across the screen. We’ve spoken a few times over the past couple weeks. I told him I wasn’t interested in dating right now, making up the excuse I had a lot on my plate with school and family stuff.

      It’s all an excuse though, even I know it as I sit here and stare at his message. It doesn’t bother me in the slightest adding Ryder into the mix. I’ll make time for him over everything.

      That realization speaks volumes to me.

      Justin is being nice though, asking how my weekend went. I don’t want it to lead into him asking me to get together because, honestly, I was hoping he’d get the hint already.

      I swipe the message on my screen, deleting it before locking my phone. The time flashes on my screen. I’ve wasted every minute I had. 

      It’s time to get this over with.

      Dread fills the pit of my stomach. I wish more than anything I could high tail it back to the bus station and not go through this period. Yet still, I feel like I’m giving in and I’m not going to let anyone force me to cower in the corner anymore.

      It’s been years since I last saw my father, yet I can still picture his face vividly in my mind. My mom had told me about his wife and their children. The urge to look them up online was there. All it would take is one quick Google search. It wouldn’t be hard to find Robert Roseto, along with all the information out there on his family.

      Yet, I never did.

      Still, I don’t think any of the information or ammunition would’ve prepared me for the moment when I see them sitting in front of me.

      There’s an older woman sitting at the end of the long oak office table. She’s wearing a dress suit with pearls around her neck. Her hair is fixed neatly, every strand perfectly in place.

      Next to her are two raven-haired men, who remind me of the photos I saw of my father growing up. They are tall, demure, and both dressed in a suit and tie. It feels like I am walking into a boardroom meeting with Cleveland’s finest. 

      Meanwhile, I’m wearing my nicest pair of black denim jeans and sneakers, topped with my short-sleeve gray Henley. 

      I’m the odd one out, but it’s comfortable, given it has been my wardrobe for most of my life.

      “Hello, you must be Austen.” The older woman greets me with a warm smile. Something about her soft voice breaking through the silence feels strangely calming.

      I nod.

      “I’m Lillian Roseto and these are my two sons, Philip and Michael."

      They both return their mother’s smile, and I can’t help but notice the similarities in their features when they did. For a moment, I wonder what they think of me sitting on the other side of this table, but I force the thoughts out of my mind.

      I don’t care what they think of me. As far as I’m concerned, once I walk out of this office, I’m never going to see or speak to them again.

      I duck my head down, rounding the table, and take a seat across from them as Mr. Morio walks into the room. He takes a seat at the head of the table with two large envelopes in his hand. 

      “Shall we get started?” he asks.

      We all nod, and we do.

      I’ve replayed how this would go in my head at least a hundred times since the day I got the phone call. What I expected to happen when I walked in here, is in fact the exact opposite.

      “Before we get started on discussing the estate, I want to thank you for coming today, Austen,” Lillian says. “I want you to know none of us at this table would blame you if you chose not to come. I didn’t know about you or your mother until you were much older. Even then, your father was adamant about not reaching out to you. I didn’t know your mother was in prison until Mr. Morio tried to contact you about being here today. I want you to know everyone at this table today believes you are just as much entitled to his estate as we are, in fact I’d argue in many ways you deserve this more. As you’ll find listening to the settlement agreement, we felt it was only right we make up for what you’ve missed out on growing up.”

      My brows furrow and I turn to Mr. Morio.

      “What does that mean exactly?”

      “Well, you see, your father wrote it in the will that he would leave the residence and a large sum of money to the late Mrs. Roseto. He’s passing down Roseto Enterprise to his two sons, who will take over his businesses. The rest of his money will be left to you.”

      I don’t know how to respond. Hell, I can hardly swallow through the ball of cotton forming in my throat. 

      “Okay…” I trail off.

      “This will leave you with an estimated two-point-three million dollars before taxes. A portion of this will go to your school. I understand you’re a student at Eastwood University. We will remit payment for your tuition and any expenses pertaining to your room and board while you’re enrolled, along with an allowance to help cover personal expenses while you focus on your studies. After you graduate, the rest of the money will be paid to a trust and you’ll have access to this when you turn twenty-five years old.”

      I sag against my chair, staring from Mr. Morio to Lillian sitting across the table. She moves to stand, reaching across the table to clutch my hand, squeezing it in hers.

      “Please take this. You deserve it.”

      There is something so motherly in her tone. I expected to walk in here and find someone cold and distant, feeling greedy after learning about her husband’s affair, wanting to keep every penny for themselves. I was prepared to tell them to take it and shove it up their ass.

      The warm smile on her face and the softness in her voice makes me feel as though she wants this for me more than I do. There isn’t an ounce of pity on her face or in her words, only someone who is looking out for me, the same I’d suspect she would for her own children given the circumstances. 

      They aren’t the vile and heartless people I thought I’d meet today. 

      None of us are. If anything, we were all innocent bystanders in the destruction my father brought to everyone around him. He had shown time and time again how selfish he was, not only in how he treated me and my mother, but even how he regarded the people sitting across from me.

      Somehow, he managed to find the one woman who was the opposite of him in every way, and she was collateral damage in this too.

      When I walked out of the office, I was still undecided as to whether I’d accept the money or not, but I can feel the noticeable weight lift off my shoulders when I leave. Mr. Morio told me he’d give me time and asked me to be in touch with him in the next few days.

      I’m ready to break out of here in a sprint toward the bus station, wanting to get back to Eastwood. When I jog down the front steps, I pause when I see the black muscle car parked outside with Ryder leaning against the passenger door.

      His arms are crossed over his chest, his sleeves of his black T-shirt tightening around his muscles.  

      “How’d it go?” he asks, pushing off the car before walking toward me.

      “Better than I expected.”

      His eyes brighten at my response. I know he wants to know more, but I’m not ready to talk about it. I need to wrap my head around everything myself first.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, you hadn’t been responding to my text messages today so when I stopped over at your dorm to find you gone, I got worried.”

      He chuckles, running his hand over his jaw.

      “Worried, huh?”

      “Yeah, I may have caused a bit of a scene until Aimee agreed to tell me where you were. She wants to make it known if you’re mad at her for telling me, she’s going to beat my ass.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. The tension between Aimee and I is lifting and I’m beginning to warm up to her again. I’m being cautious, still not sure who I can trust these days.

      “Well, you found me.”

      “She told me the name of the lawyer and what time you had your meeting. I may have high tailed it here. I thought you could use the moral support. If anything, you could use me as a ride back to Philly.”

      He glances around him, as if expecting someone would notice him.

      “What, you don’t want to stick around here?”

      “Hell no,” he quips. “Can we get out of here already? I’ll take you back to my place. Make you dinner. Whatever you want.”

      “You drive a hard bargain,” I joke.

      “You drive me crazy. Get in the damn car.” He reaches for the handle, opening the door for me and tilts his head over, signaling for me to get in already.

      “Always so bossy,” I joke, as he grunts and shuts the door behind me.
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      “You need to relax, man!” Darren grunts, smacking me on the chest.

      “You mean to tell me if someone was doing shit like this to Aimee, you wouldn’t be reacting the same way?”

      He pulls up outside the rundown warehouse. On the outside, you wouldn’t expect it to be someone’s house, but I’ve heard about some of the shit Reza has done for Darren over the past couple years. I’m not surprised he’s living here, and I’m willing to bet he has this place locked up like a fortress.

      He puts his BMW in park and turns the key in the ignition. “Oh, it’s like that now, is it?”

      I shrug him off, pushing my door open and slamming it shut behind me.

      “You gonna answer me or not?” he asks when he realizes I’m blowing him off. I don’t have the patience for his shit right now.

      “Was there a question?”

      “You care to elaborate why this girl has you all riled up? Last I heard, you were announcing to half of Eastwood how you hated her. Now you’re out here trying to take down any person who’s wronged her.”

      “It’s not any of your business…” I say, kicking the gravel on the ground, approaching the large metal door.

      There’s a keypad near the door with a large security camera overhead. Before we have a chance to ring the bell, a voice comes over and says he’ll be right out.

      “Jesus,” I mutter under my breath.

      Darren chuckles, seemingly understanding our conversation is over.

      A few seconds later, Reza sticks his head outside. I’ve seen him a couple of times, he’s been to some of the fights at The Ring. He’s about a foot shorter than me but built like a brick shit house. 

      He’s the type you don’t want to underestimate because one second you think he’s on your good side and the next he’ll take you by surprise. 

      “What’s up, man?” Darren asks.

      I follow behind them into the large industrial building. One side is built like a condominium, with a large garage down below. The living space is open with a kitchen and living area, with two bedrooms along the back wall facing Meadow Lake.

      He waves over his shoulder for us to follow him. My eyes take in the warehouse. If I were to buy my own place one day, I’d love to have something like this.

      I grew up living with small bedrooms, often sharing a room with three, sometimes even four, other kids. The thought of having this much space, cut off from the rest of the world, sounds perfect.

      Reza stands near the doorway, staring back at me, seemingly waiting for me to pick up the pace.

      He leads us into a large computer room, with six different computer screens stacked two at a time, in a half circle facing his desk. He pulls out his chair and takes a seat, turning to look at me. 

      “Darren said you wanted me to dig into an email that was sent to a friend of yours. Something about her being blackmailed.”

      I nod. “Someone sent her an email over a week ago threatening her, wanting some money. The email came shortly after she found out her dad passed away, leaving her with a sizeable inheritance.”

      “Does she know you’re doing this right now?”

      I shake my head. “She keeps blowing it off, saying she’s not going to let them get to her. The thing is this person is amping things up now. Over the weekend, a mass email was sent out to several students with an explicit photo of her. Her face isn’t shown, but anyone who knows her would recognize it’s her.”

      “Can I see the picture?” Reza asks.

      My face drops. “Excuse me?” I grit my teeth.

      He chuckles. “Not for that reason,” he laughs again, running his hand over his face. “I may be able to trace the source of the message. Can I see it?”

      I huff out a breath and I can sense Darren’s eyes on me. Thinking back on our earlier conversation when we arrived, I practically hear the questions burning in his mind.

      I pull out my phone and notice a message from Austen. I close out of the notification and scroll to the email and hand it over to him.

      He lets out a slow whistle, wiggling his brows. I take a step toward him before Darren moves between us and Reza lets out a loud throaty laugh. He holds up his hand and smacks his leg.

      “Dude, chill man. She’s working with the wrong kind of equipment, but even I can appreciate a beautiful woman.”

      I drop my hands and turn away from him, running my hand over my scalp. My shaved head feels like rough sandpaper along my skin, but it helps distract me from the moment.

      He turns back toward his computer and the keys start clicking away as he’s typing, pulling up various screens. A few minutes later he asks me a question about what email she’s using and for her full name before the keys resume typing away.

      I can’t possibly keep up with what he’s doing, so I turn my back to him, needing a moment to myself.

      “Does she go by the name Violet?” 

      “Huh?”

      I turn to face the screens again and he has what appears to be an email inbox popped open on the screen. I catch a glimpse of the subject line.

      “There’s emails addressed to someone by the name of Violet Grace. It’s likely an alias though because most of these are coming from an OnlyFun account.”

      “OnlyFun? What the hell is OnlyFun?”

      Reza clears his throat and glances over at Darren who’s standing stoically in the corner. His arm is crossed in front of him, brushing his thumb over his lower lip.

      “It looks like this email is setup as the account holder. I can try to get into her OnlyFun site if you want me to, but I just want you to be prepared for what you might find.”

      “What the fuck is OnlyFun?”

      “It’s a website people use to share online content with a list of subscribers.” 

      “Okay…” my voice trails off. “What’s the big deal exactly?” 

      “It’s explicit online content.”

      A storm of questions crash down around me. Explicit content?

      Does this mean she’s using this website to sell photos like the one in the email? Why would she do that?

      “The person who sent the emails is likely someone who is subscribed to her OnlyFun account and is using this as leverage over her.”

      “Do it.”

      Darren holds his hand out to stop me. “Man, I don’t know if you want to go down this road. Maybe you should talk to her first.”

      “If the person is likely on her subscriber list, can you try to figure out who it is from her account?” I ask. 

      He exhales harshly and nods, turning back toward his computer. His fingers resume flying over the keyboard, typing away. Meanwhile I’m left pacing back and forth in this small room.

      It’s something I used to do growing up. Anger often gets the best of me, but I find it helpful if I focus on counting my steps from one side of the room to the other. 

      I got in too much trouble as a kid, and I needed a way to channel my aggression before I ended up flipping tables and taking it out on the wrong person.

      “All right, I’m in.” 

      I squeeze my eyes shut and release a deep breath before I turn back to the screen. Immediately my eyes are met with a picture of Austen. She’s dressed in what looks like a black one-piece swimsuit, but judging by the lace covering her body, it looks more like lingerie than anything.

      He continues to scroll through various images, landing on one she posted the night of the bonfire. It was right before I showed up at her dorm. Each of the photos and videos are from her neck down. 

      To anyone else, they wouldn’t know who she was except for her wildflowers tattoo on her forearm gives it all away.  

      I know it’s her. The emotions hitting me range from desire in seeing her in all these different photos to anger at the thought of anyone else seeing her this way.

      I want to ask her why, but in the end I know why.

      Despite what I said the night of the bonfire, I knew she hadn’t grown up with a silver spoon in her mouth like I made it sound. Her mom had a nasty drug habit and her dad had been nowhere around.

      It’s what brought her to Haven Brook that night. 

      I understand her reasons for wanting to escape Cleveland and flee to Philly. We both had set out to start over and break free from the chains that had confined us for so long. 

      Where I turned to making bets and fighting in the ring to earn money, Austen had gone down this path. She busted her ass to get her internship at the radio station. 

      She is a fighter, and she was doing what she had to do to chase her dreams. 

      I may not like it, but I understand it all the same.

      “I think we found our guy,” Reza said, breaking through my thoughts. 

      “What’d you find?” I ask, coming up to stand behind him, my eyes scanning over the screen to see what it could be.

      “It’s a long shot, but this is the best guess I have. There’s a series of numbers at the end of the email address used to send the email, 101701. At first I wasn’t sure what it was, but I noticed another one of the usernames was tied to a social media account with the username jba101701.” 

      JBA. 

      JBA. Where had I heard that before?

      “Aren’t those Justin’s initials?” I grit my teeth and turn toward Darren. 

      Reza does some more typing on his screen before pulling up a picture of Justin. “Is this him?”

      Darren’s face drops and he huffs out a laugh and I nod.

      “I’ll be a sonofabitch,” he grunts. “He’s a dead man walking now.”

      “You’re fuckin’ right he is.” 

      Tension coils in my body and my mind flashes back to the night of the bonfire. He was there. He was right fuckin’ there when I made the comment about Austen being fake.

      Something about knowing I made that comment and it’s him behind this all felt like it was my fault. 

      I pull the door open to the office, slamming it against the wall as I storm out of the room.

      Reza shouts at me to chill the fuck out when Darren storms behind me. He pauses, holding his hand up to Reza, telling him he’ll take care of it before he chases after me.

      I’m unable to control the anger coursing through me. All I know is I need out of here.

      I need out of this building.

      I need some fresh fuckin’ air before I take off and find this fucker, laying my fists into his skull.

      “Dude, chill. It’s going to be fine. We know who it is now. There’s no way he’ll live to see tomorrow.”

      I push through the door, tilting my head toward the sky and take a deep breath. All this time and it was him. 

      I stop, folding my hands over my head, pacing back and forth.

      I drop them to my side and turn back toward Darren.

      “I want him in the ring!” I shout through gritted teeth. “I want him in the ring and I want to take him for every fucking penny he could get. Do you hear me? You want me back in the ring so fuckin’ bad, make it happen.”

      I push my finger against his chest and Darren holds his hands up in surrender.

      “All right. I’ll make it happen.”

      I turn away from him, stalking down the alley way. He hollers behind me asking where the hell I’m going. 

      “I’ll walk back to my place. I need a fuckin’ minute, man.”

      I need more than a minute. 

      I need Justin standing in front of me. 

      I want to make him pay for what he’s done.
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      It takes me an hour before I make it back to my apartment, but it gives me space to cool down. 

      Austen sent me a few texts before her shift at the radio station. It takes everything in me to keep my mouth shut. She has every right to know it was Justin, but I also have a feeling if I told her, he wouldn’t go through with the fight.

      It doesn’t make sense to me though. His dad is loaded. He’s set to take over the car dealership his family owns. It’s one of the largest ones in the area. What reason does he have to blackmail Austen?

      I know there’s more to it than what’s on the surface. I want to get my hands on him, but I also want the chance to take him for every penny he has.

      I slam the door shut to my apartment behind me, tossing my keys on the counter and kicking off my shoes. I pull out my phone and quickly fire off a text message to Darren.

      Me: Figure out why he’d bother coming after Austen in the first place. Something isn’t adding up here.

      He responds back quickly saying he agrees, and he’ll do some digging.

      My mind keeps drifting back to Austen and the photos I saw on the screen. No matter how hard I try to push the thought out of my mind, I can’t tamp the anger imagining other men looking at them, seeing her the way I do.

      I cross the living room into the kitchen where my laptop is sitting on the counter charging. I hesitate for a brief moment, but when I think back to the sight of her spread open in front of me on my bed, there’s no turning back now.

      I unplug the computer and move back into the living room. I open it, setting it on the coffee table in front of my couch. 

      I quickly type in the web address and search for her username. When I pull up her page, I hover over the button to subscribe to her account, before reaching into my back pocket to pull out my wallet. 

      When I’m finally in, I collapse against the back of the couch and scroll through the series of posts on her page. Some of them ranging from photos to various videos, where you can pay a tip to see more content.

      I scroll back to the one I saw at Reza’s of her wearing a bodysuit with fishnet tights on. Her leg is propped up on her desk chair, showing off her toned legs with her hand covering her pussy, clearly teasing at the fact she had been touching herself.

      The thought of her spread open in front of me wearing those tights has me clicking on the video she posted wanting to see more. My breath is caught in my throat waiting while the cursor circles on the screen, loading.

      “Jesus fuckin’ Christ,” I moan, gripping my dick through my pants at the sight of her. 

      She’s laying on her bed, her pants below her knees and her legs are in the air, pressed against her chest. The sight of her fingers dipping into her pussy has me pushing my shorts down to my knees, enough to free my growing erection.

      My dick bobs in attention. I cup my balls in my hand, squeezing them gently, attempting to hold off my release. I haven’t so much as touched myself yet, but the sight of her is nearly my undoing.

      My stomach clenches, and my ab muscles flex as I wrap my fist around my dick.

      I reach over and hover over another video. I’m like a starved man, eager for more. 

      It’s darker, making it hard to see, but she’s dressed in an oversized T-shirt. I immediately start thinking of her wearing one of mine when she’s stays over. I imagine her walking out of my bedroom in the morning with the sleepy look in her eyes or after a round of fuckin’, with a satisfied look glowing on her face.

      She takes a seat on a black couch. The video must’ve been made before she arrived on campus, because I don’t recognize where she’s at. She lays back on the couch with her legs spread open. The camera positioned between her legs, pointing at her lower body. 

      It starts off slow, her fingers running over her legs. Her shirt is covering the parts I want to see. I’m hanging by bated breath for her hands to travel higher.

      When her fingers trace under the hem of her shirt, she lets out a soft sigh and I watch for the tell-tale sign of her body tremors when it feels good. She releases a low moan.

      I’m damn near ready to beg her to pull her shirt up when she starts running her hand over the hem, moving it inch by inch higher up her waist before I get a glimpse of her pussy.

      There’s a small patch of hair and she runs her fingers over it before trailing down to her clit. 

      I clutch my hand around me, pumping my fist up and down at the sight of her. The slow perusal of her body mixed with the sounds she’s making have my body humming with need.

      When I finally moved out on my own, I was no stranger to going home with girls. I hung around at parties and was eager to find someone to go home with, not wanting to spend the night alone.

      Never, in all of my life, has my body responded the way it does with anyone but her. She’s not even here with me and she has me so turned on, I can barely contain the urge to fuck my fist until I come.

      I stop, squeezing my hand around me tighter, holding off my release not wanting to finish until she’s with me.

      A few seconds later she pulls out a small wand and presses a button on the side, the small hum comes to life, vibrating through the screen. She trails it over her skin, up her thigh toward her pussy. When she gets close, she alternates legs and does the same all over again.

      Each pass has her breath hitching. She barely brushes over her clit, releasing a small groan. I’m ready to fall to my knees in front of her and bury my face between her legs, wanting to taste her. 

      “Fuck,” she moans.

      The throaty sound of her voice with each heavy breath makes it impossible not to give in, pumping my hand over my dick. When she finally brings the vibrator to her clit, her legs fall to the side and she pulls her shirt up, her other hand clutching her breast.

      “C’mon baby,” I moan, urging her on.

      It’s like she responds to me and says, “It feels so fuckin’ good.” 

      I let out a strangled groan, my hand gripping the head of my dick, brushing my thumb over the tip. A rub a bead of precum into my skin, my hips thrusting up imagining it’s her pussy wrapped around me.

      Each and every moan she lets out is making it more and more difficult for me to hold back. 

      Eventually her other hand finds its way down, her fingers entering her one and then two at a time. Her legs begin to tremble and her chest heaves while I match her rhythm. Her finger glistens, dripping with her arousal.

      I tilt my head back and listen to the sounds of her moan, picking up the pace. When she says she’s close, I finally roll my head back down to stare at the computer screen and watch her legs quiver, her hand moving back to her breast. 

      Her fingers brush over her nipple, tweaking the tight bud while she holds the vibrator against her clit.

      “Oh fuck.” 

      Her body goes tense before her hips arch off the couch, her release racking through her body. The sight of her coming has me gripping my dick harder, picking up speed until ribbons of cum shoot out. 

      I rip my shirt over my head, running it over my stomach to clean up the mess I made. The video out and I sag against the couch cushion again. 

      My stomach clenches, my chest heaving as I struggle to catch my breath. Good God, I’ve never experienced anything quite like that.

      My phone vibrates against my foot from where my shorts now sit around my ankles. I find several missed messages from Austen and Darren.

      I quickly stand up, pulling up my shorts with me before padding down the hall to the bathroom to clean up. When I finish, I scroll through the messages from Austen. She’s excited after her boss finally has her start to help behind the scenes while on the air. 

      Me: I just got back to my place now. Proud of you, baby. Come over when you get done and we’ll celebrate.

      The bubbles immediately appear on the screen before her message comes through.

      Austen: I should be out of here in an hour. I’m going to stop by my place quick and I’ll be over. 

      It will be dark by the time she makes the walk over to my place so I tell her to wait out front of the station and I’ll pick her up. I don’t want to tell her I’m worried about her walking alone, especially when I know she doesn’t suspect Justin behind the email. 

      She responds, telling me she’ll see me soon. 

      I jump over to my messages with Darren. 

      Darren: He’s in. 

      Darren’s been pushing me to come back to the ring. As soon as word gets out, the bets will start pouring in. 

      I stare back at my reflection in the mirror and the scar lining my browbone. I’ve been in my share of street fights and fights in the ring, but this is the most important one of them all. 

      I’m going to make him pay for what he did to Austen.

      When I’m done with him, he’s going to wish he was a dead man.
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      “You’re in the mix, with the hottest station in Philly. Rebel 98.1. We have DJ Chris takin’ over here at seven o’clock, which means we have time to take one more caller.”

      Mona grins across the table, holding her hand up to her headphones as she leans in close to the mic. 

      “We’re taking requests right now. Give us a call and you may be on the air with us.”

      She flips the switch, pulling her headphones off before she collapses back into her chair. She swings her legs around, grinning at me.

      I was pumped when I got in today and Adam surprised me with the chance to finally get into the radio booth with Mona. I tried to be patient knowing it would take time before it would happen. Just having the chance to sit in and be a part of what goes on behind the scenes, seeing all the magic happen has me amped with adrenaline thinking about the day when it’s my turn.

      “What do ya think? You ready for your turn?” She grins.

      “Hell yes.” I smile, practically bouncing in my seat.  

      My head moves in time to the end of Linkin Park’s, “In the End,” mouthing the lyrics. Mona picks up her phone, typing away while we wait for the song to wrap up. I texted Ryder earlier nearly shouting with excitement over my chance to be here right now. 

      It feels like one of the first good things to happen to me since moving to Philly. Aside from Ryder.

      He takes me by surprise more and more every day. Sometimes I find it hard to believe how easily things have fallen into place with him.

      There’s a part of me that still feels the need to be guarded, but he continues to be there for me, and it’s softening my heart with each day that passes.

      Mona sets her phone down, adjusting her headphones and flips the switch bringing us back on the air.

      “Rebel 98.1, you’re on the air with us. Tell me what you want, baby.” 

      I grin at her suggestive language. She flashes me a wink, smiling into her microphone.

      “Mm, yes.” The caller groans into the line and I bark out a laugh, shaking my head. 

      I’ve come to learn since being here this is part of her appeal. Some of the guys who call in love to be flirtatious toward Mona. 

      “Well,” the groveling voice drags out. “I have a bit of a special request.”

      “Oh, do tell. Do tell,” Mona urges.

      “Someone special to me is listening in right now and I’d like to dedicate this song to her. Can you play “Fake It” by Seether?”

      Mona laughs and my face bunches together, confused. Of all the songs to send out to someone, this is the song they choose?

      “Violet Grace, baby, this one’s for you.”

      “I can’t say I was expecting that,” Mona cackles. “You got it! Do you mind sharing what your name is so she knows?”

      “Oh, she knows all right. Don’t you Violet?”

      My heart drops at the mention of Violet Grace. Heat radiates over my body. It feels as though my throat is tightening up. The caller knows what they’re doing. The urge to run out of here is killing me, but I force my ass in the seat not wanting to let them intimidate me anymore.

      I paste a fake smile on my face, gritting my teeth. I only have a few more minutes left of my shift before Ryder picks me up and I’ll be out of here.

      “Your lies won’t hide your flaws,” the caller adds before disconnecting the line.

      Confusion is on Mona’s face, but she quickly changes the subject. Her voice is upbeat and happy when she introduces the song before announcing DJ Chris will be taking over next.

      Everything after that is a blur. All I remember is Ryder texting me he’s outside and I quickly grab my bag, doing my best to show my thanks to Mona for letting me hang with her before I dart out of there like my ass is on fire.

      Ryder is parked in the side parking lot when I dip out through the employee entrance. I make a beeline toward him, pulling the door open and nearly diving in before slamming the door shut.

      “What the hell, Austen? Is everything okay?” 

      His voice is hurried, laced with panic. He sits up, looking through the rearview mirror and around the outside, as if suspecting someone’s following me.

      “Can you just drive, please? I want to get out of here.”

      As much as I told myself I wasn’t going to let this get to me, I can’t lie and say it hasn’t. The constant fear of not knowing who’s behind the messages has me on edge.

      Ryder puts the car in drive and bolts out of the parking lot. 

      We are driving for a few minutes, nearly halfway to his place, when he finally breaks the silence.

      “You mind telling me what the hell happened back there?”

      “He called me,” I mutter, running my fingers through my hair, staring out the window.

      “What?” His voice drops low. “Who called you? When?”

      “When I was back at the radio station. They called in when we were on air taking requests.” I tell him about the song choice and how they dedicated it to me.

      Ryder’s demeanor turns dark and the tension rolling off him is palpable. He grips the steering wheel until his knuckles turn white. I slide across the seat toward him, needing to feel closer to him right now.

      I press my thigh against his and lean my head on his shoulder while he drives. I notice his grip relaxes before he moves his hand to rest on my thigh.

      “Thank you for picking me up,” I whisper when we pull into the parking lot to his apartment building. 

      He parks his car and turns the key in the ignition, before dropping the keys in his lap. I reach my hand for his, tangling our fingers together.  He rubs his thumb along the back of my hand before making his way up my forearm brushing over my tattoo.

      He seems lost in thought and I don’t blame him. My mind is a mixture of questions and fears spinning like a tornado. Yet, somehow, being next to him helps ease my anxiety the longer we’re together.

      “I can’t take this anymore,” I murmur. “I wish they’d go away and leave me alone.”

      “Hey,” he turns in his seat, tilting my head up to look at him, “I’m not going to let anything happen to you. You hear me? This is probably some cocksucker behind a keyboard. I’d never let anyone hurt you.”

      I nod, leaning my head against his chest. He wraps his arm around me holding me against him.

      “How’d your boss take it?” 

      It was as if a ball of cotton was stuck in my throat. How do I tell him about the subtle hint to Violet Grace?

      I can’t exactly tell him without letting him know about my website. There is a part of me that’s scared to face what he’ll say or the fear he’ll somehow look at me differently than he does today.

      “Umm, well…” I exhale harshly, moving to sit up. 

      I give myself a second to collect my thoughts, staring around the parking lot. I guess it’s best we do this here because if he flips out, I could at least tell him to take me back to my dorm.

      The dread in my stomach twists like a knife and I want to crawl into a hole.

      “Austen…” 

      “So, there’s something I need to tell you…”

      There’s a look that passes over his eyes I can’t quite make out, which doesn’t help me with what I’m about to say, but I push the fear aside and go with it.

      I move my body to face forward, giving Ryder space. I’m gearing up for the moment when he’ll want distance from me so I give it to him first, not wanting the rejection to smack me in the face.

      “When I found out I got my acceptance letter, I knew I was going to have to figure out a job. The problem is between school and my internship, I didn’t know how I’d balance them all while also making enough money to survive.”

      He doesn’t move, doesn’t say anything. I release a heavy sigh and push myself to continue.

      “There were so many people on TikTok talking about their accounting jobs.” I exhale a chuckle. “It’s not truly an accounting job, you know. They’re talking about their secret jobs.”

      “What do you mean?” His voice is monotone, devoid of any emotion.

      “It’s basically code for their OnlyFun site.”

      I let that sentence linger in the air, waiting for any sort of reaction to come, but instead I’m met with silence.

      “Basically, I have a website through OnlyFun where I sell exclusive content to subscribers.”

      “What sort of exclusive content?”

      I know he’s not stupid. With social media these days, the word has spread like wildfire. People everywhere have jumped on board with selling their explicit content.

      “The photos. The ones they are using to blackmail me. They got them from my OnlyFun site.”

      He exhales a heavy breath, his nostrils flaring. I lean forward, trying to get him to look me in the eye, but he keeps his gaze forward. Even though we are sitting close together, I can feel the distance between us.

      “It’s only a job for me. I need the money.”

      “I know,” he says. “Doesn’t mean I like it though.”

      I reach my hand out toward him again. I expect him to pull away from me, but he takes me by surprise when he slips his fingers in mine.

      “You know, if you took this money from your dad, you’d be able to quit.”

      He was right. How do I explain to him that although Lillian encouraged me to taking the inheritance, there was still something about accepting it that got to me? All my life he took advantage of my mom, using his money anytime he was faced with the consequences of his actions.

      On the outside looking in, taking his money would solve many of my problems and give him a proverbial “fuck you.” Except something about taking it, after all the bullshit he’s put me through, felt like I was letting him manipulate me the way he did my mom.

      “You still don’t know if you’re going to take the money, do you?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

      He shakes his head before his eyes finally find mine. “Fine,” he sighs. “I don’t like the idea of anyone else seeing pictures or videos of you… like that. If I had it my way, those would be kept for my eyes only.”

      I drag my teeth over my lower lip, waiting for him to continue.

      “Not only is this putting your scholarship at risk, you could take care of your tuition without having to worry. You could focus on school and your internship, get yourself a car, and whatever else you may need while you save up. This could give you a life we never had growing up. I know you don’t like your father. Shit, if I’m honest, I’d probably feel the same way you do. Still though, don’t you think you sacrificed enough already?”

      “If I tell you I’ll think about it, will that make you feel better?”

      He curls his lip up on the edge and shakes his head. “I’ll take what I can get, I guess.”

      I smile back at him.

      “Will you do something for me though?” he asks.

      “What?”

      “Darren has a friend who’s trying to track down who sent the email by their IP address. Until then, will you stay here with me?”

      I stare out windshield to the white apartment building. The windows in Ryder’s apartment are open and the wind outside is blowing, causing the blinds to move when each gust whips through.

      “Okay,” I agree.

      He flashes me a small smile and tilts his head to the side. “Okay?” 

      Did he think I was going to put up a fight? The thought of going to sleep every night with Ryder’s arms around me sounds like heaven. Not to mention, I hate being alone in my dorm, knowing Aimee was likely going to be staying with Darren anyway.

      “It looks like you’re stuck with me now, Irish.” I grin.
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      “Where the hell are you taking me?” I grumble.

      Aimee links our arms together, feeding me with the same line she has since we left our dorm, “I’ll tell you when we get there."

      The smell of mildew permeates the air. Laser beam lights flicker overhead as we take the stairs down into the old, abandoned train station. A neon sign which reads “The Devil’s Lair” hangs on the wall, leading the way. Something about this feels all wrong.

      I had been sitting in my dorm, studying with Aimee, when a text came through that had her sitting up ramrod straight on her bed. Without explanation, she forced me with her, only telling me to grab a jacket and to wear my worn Converses.

      I’m beginning to wonder where the hell she’s taking me the further we go. The only reassurance I have is knowing we weren’t alone. There are people huddled in the distance, nearly packed wall to wall, with the sound of heavy bass beating with the music. 

      “You’ll see soon, I promise. Just come with me!” Aimee shouts.

      The stairs lead into the underground tunnels below the train station. The sound of rocks and gravel crunch beneath my feet. The ceilings are higher in the lower level with various lights shoot in different directions in an array of red, blues, and purples.

      The further we go, the more it starts to open, and I spot the large metal cage in the distance.

      “What sort of kinky shit is this?” I question. My brows furrow in confusion. 

      Aimee shakes her head, throwing it back laughing, and moves her hand down to grab mine. She continues to pull me deeper into the crowd, weaving in and out, until we get close to the front. 

      There’s a large rope around the cage to keep the crowd back. In the corner, I notice Darren standing with a group of men. Some of them dressed in suits. There’s a briefcase near Darren’s feet. The thought runs through my mind how out of place they look here.

      He’s deep in conversation with one of the men, a scowl marking his features. He’s wearing a fitted black suit matching his dark features. His hair is nearly jet black, styled slicked back. I’m beginning to wonder what business they have with him and here of all places. 

      Darren reaches his hand out and shakes the man’s before he hands over a large wad of cash. The man says something to him, flicking his finger in his face before stepping away. I have no idea what was said but judging by the way Darren’s jaw clenches and he nods, I suspect it was met with a warning. 

       Darren fists the large wad of cash, handing it to one of the guys next to him who bends down and stuffs it into the briefcase. Darren turns his attention back on the crowd and when he does, his gaze falls on mine. His eyes narrow when he finds me watching whatever went down.

      He folds his arms over his chest and flares his nostrils. The urge to roll my eyes and flip him off burns through me. 

      I’ve never been a fan of Darren since the first time we met. Something about witnessing his scheming ways only solidifies that feeling.

      Someone taps him on the shoulder, breaking our eye contact, and hands him a microphone. My eyes dart around the room searching for a sign of what’s to come. I wish I knew where Ryder was, knowing if Aimee was going to pull me along here with Darren, he wouldn’t be far behind.

      Darren moves to the center of the cage, holding the microphone to his mouth. Before he has a chance to say anything, someone in the crowd shouts, “Let’s get on with the blood bath.” 

      A sinister smile spreads across his face and I tug on Aimee’s arm. 

      “Oh, I fully intend to, my friend. Hold on tight.” Darren mocks. 

      “What the hell is this?” I pull Aimee close to me, shouting in her ear.

      “The Ring,” she follows up. “Don’t be mad at me, but Ryder told me to make sure you were here.” 

      “What the hell did he do?” 

      Unease causes my stomach to flip, waiting for her response. Instead, she pastes a smile on her face and turns her attention back to Darren.

      I fidget, my hands feeling clammy as I tighten them into fists. Something is about to go down and I don’t feel good about it.

      “Welcome back to The Ring,” Darren’s deep voice echoes around us and the crowd rumbles. “Tonight, we bring you one hell of a good show. Are you fuckin’ ready?” 

      Aimee’s bouncing on her feet next to me, cupping her mouth as she cheers along with the crowd. 

      “Our first fighter comes as no stranger to The Ring. He’s one of Eastwood and Kappa Sig’s finest, Justinnnn Asterrrr.” 

      The mob erupts and my jaw goes slack. The crowd parts to the side as Justin walks toward the cage. He is dressed in a pair of red shorts. His chest and forehead are slick with sweat.

      The door to the cage flings open, slamming against the side of the ring. He jogs inside before it’s shut behind him. He bounces on his feet, rocking his neck from side to side.

      As soon as he enters the ring, I know without introduction who he’s facing. My nails dig into my palms with the anticipation of his name being announced.

      “His opponent is one of the most lethal fighters I’ve seen hit this ring. He has an iron fist and venom laced in his blood. Get ready for the Wiiiiiiillldddd Irishhhhhh!” Darren’s voice turns into a deep growl, the sound sending a jolt of adrenaline racing through me.

      If I thought the crowd went crazy before, there’s no match for the roars that ensue when Ryder makes his way toward the ring.

      His eyes are dark, and his face is hard, as if sculpted from stone. I’ve seen this side of Ryder before, but it’s been years. I’m almost fearful of what damage he could end up doing to Justin. The door pushes open, and he strolls into the cage. 

      The crowd explodes when he goes on the attack, heading right toward Justin. He steps toe to toe with him, gritting his teeth, shouting something at him before a devious smile stretches across his face.

      “What the hell is going on?” I yell.

      “He made me promise not to tell you until after the fight was over.”

      “Tell me what? What the fuck is there to tell, Aimee?”

      Our conversation is interrupted when the sound of the bullhorn goes off, signaling the start of the fight. My eyes dart back to the ring.

      Justin moves into a defensive stance, rolling his shoulders, circling the cage. Whereas Ryder is calm and calculated, like a rattlesnake waiting for the right moment to strike.

      Justin launches a punch at Ryder, and he dodges his fist, flashing him a wide smile. I shake my head, clenching my jaw with the tension coiling in my body. 

      I know what he is doing, and he does too. His reaction only seems to dig deeper under Justin’s skin. He clenches his jaw, shaking his arms out before coming at him again. When he goes in for a second punch, he’s not ready when Ryder sidesteps him again, only this time follows it up with a hook landing it right to his ribs.

      Justin clutches his arm at his side, wincing in pain. He tries to shake himself out of it again, but I can see the pain stricken look on his face. 

      Ryder, on the other hand, is relishing in it. He uses it as an opportunity to go in for the kill, striking him again, only this time right in the gut with a powerful uppercut. His body folds at the waist right as Ryder rams his knee into his face, sending blood shooting out of his nose. Ryder pulls back and lands another blow.

      Justin falls to his knees, blood pouring down his face and onto the concrete floor. Darren blows the bullhorn again, calling the end of the fight, before he enters the ring, raising Ryder’s hand in the air.

      Darren doesn’t even give Justin a chance to collect himself or even attempt to stand. Instead, Justin collapses against the pavement, rolling onto his back.

      Ryder pushes past Darren, not giving a shit about winning the fight. He falls to his knees near Justin, getting his face low near his. You can see the anger rolling off him as he shouts at Justin, spit shooting out of his mouth as his lip curls. 

      I can barely focus on the sight of them in front of me. The crowd’s screams grow deafening and, for a second, it’s as if the room is silent, turning to white noise around me. 

      I don’t even realize it, my legs and feet moving on their own accord, pushing past the rope until I feel the cool metal of the cage against my skin. 

      Darren says something to Ryder and it’s like a switch flips, his gaze turning over to me. Blood covers his chest, hands, and legs. He moves to stand, stalking toward me. 

      Any anger he had on his face before is gone. Aimee reaches her hand out, gripping my forearm, shouting at me over the crowd for leaving her.

      I don’t pay her any mind. The rest of the room fades away, leaving only the two of us. 

      “I’m okay,” he shouts.

      “The crowd starts to chant, “Wi-ld! I-rish! W-ild! I-rish!”

      “Stay with Aimee, you hear me?” 

      I narrow my eyes at him, and he follows it up with, “I mean it. Please. Stay with her.”

      I nod, and he turns away, stalking out of the ring disappearing wherever he was before the fight began. I take in the sight of the raven spanning his back.

      The wings are frayed, battered, and damaged. Yet, like the man beneath it, he’s still fighting.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this is where we were going?” I holler at Aimee.

      “There’s more to it than you know, and Ryder was afraid if you knew the details, you wouldn’t show.”

      My face falls and I know Aimee sees the change in my demeanor when it does.

      “It’s Justin,” she follows it up. “He was the one who was blackmailing you. He was the one behind the emails.”

      The news hits me like a ton of bricks, leaving only the questions swirling in my mind in its wake. 

      The first one is why, followed by how the hell did he even know about my website. It makes no sense when we met the night of the Kappa Sig party, before I ever knew about my dad passing away or the inheritance.

      The only explanation I have is the comment Ryder made to Justin the night of the bonfire. When he knew I wasn’t interested, when he started to realize there was more with Ryder, he didn’t care anymore about hurting me.

      Any plan he had to get close to me before must’ve went out the window, resorting to blackmail.

      My gaze falls back on the ring as two men help Justin to his feet. He holds a handkerchief to his nose and already has two black eyes forming beneath his bloodshot eyes. 

      The only thing I couldn’t figure out is how he knew about Violet Grace. No one knew until after the emails started coming out.

      My mind shuffles through all the pictures and videos I posted online, from my tattoo to any possible signs as to who I was or where I went to school. 

      I push past Aimee, not wanting to be here in this dingy tunnel for another second.

      “Where are you going?” Aimee shouts from behind me.

      “Out of here. You’re welcome to come with me, or you’re welcome to stay. Either way, I’m done.”
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      “How’s it feel to be back in the ring?” Darren grins, smacking my chest.

      I pick up my T-shirt, using it to wipe the sweat dripping down my face and chest.

      “I told you, man. I was only doing this for one reason and one reason only. Don’t come asking me to do this shit anymore. I’m done.”

      His face falls and he shakes his head. “Do you realize the money you’re leaving on the table?”

      “Dude, I grew up sleeping on the floor and ate stale food for weeks because my mom couldn’t be bothered to go to the store. You think I give a shit about money? I don’t want my life spiraling down the same path my mom’s did, so drop it.”

      He holds his hands up and takes a step back.

      “I was talking to Reyes before the fight, and he told me he heard Justin was looking for someone to fix his car on the downlow. He was looking to pay them under the table but needed the money from tonight to foot the bill.”

      My brows dart up. “He has to be up to something if he wants it off the books.”

      He’s right. He has the money and the resources, so why is he going to someone else to help get the work done?

      “His money source is gone. There’s no tellin’ what he’ll do now.” I am willing to bet he’d take desperate measures, considering he was blackmailing a woman for money.

      He’s scraping the bottom of the barrel now.

      I get dressed and slip out the back of the building toward my car, scrolling through my messages I sent to Austen. 

      All the adrenaline that had been pumping through me sent me spiraling like a hurricane and the end was the crash.

       Austen is nowhere to be found. 

      Me: Where are you?

      Me: Are you still at The Lair?

      Me: Austen…

      Me: What the fuck?! What is going on? 

      I pull up outside her dorm room. The light to the window above her bed was off. Either she isn’t home or she is asleep. It’s after one in the morning, and there’s no way I’d be able to sleep until she talks to me.

      Even if she doesn’t want to see me tonight, I can’t go back to my apartment without her. I don’t want to be alone until I know what’s going on.

      I’ll sleep in my car tonight if I have to, but I am not going back there without her.

      I run my hands over my scalp, dragging them down my face. I massage my eyes and tilt my head back against the head rest. My body aches are creeping in now; I’m feeling tired and worn down. My knuckles are swollen, the tendons inflamed from not fully healing from the fight before.

      I don’t care though. I did what I had to do to protect Austen, and I’d do it over and over until my last breath.

      I pick up my phone again, scrolling through our messages. Nothing seemed off until the fight. I can’t help but fear it was the reason for the distance between us.

      I only wish I knew why.

      I click on her name in my phone, pulling up her contact. My thumb hovers over the call button, resigning myself to one last attempt. I don’t want to make this worse and chase her away, but there’s a niggling thought in the back of my mind telling me to try one more time.

      I hit the button and press the phone to my ear. It rings twice before a panic voice filters through the line.

      “Aimee?” I ask, my heart rate amping up. “What’s wrong? Is it Austen?”

      “She’s fine,” she rushes out. “She’s here, in our dorm. She’s sleeping though, but I can’t get her to wake up.”

      “What the fuck you mean you can’t get her to wake up?”

      “She’s passed out, she won’t wake up. I don’t know what’s wrong with her, but she’s making these noises. Like she’s having a bad dream or something. I tried getting her to wake up, but she wouldn’t.”

      “I’m outside. I’ll be right up.” I end the call and shove the door open.

      It doesn’t even dawn on me I need Aimee to meet me at the door when I approach, but I’m saved when two students come walking out, caught off guard when I rush past them.

      “I’m sorry,” I holler over my shoulder, nearly knocking one of them over. “I need to check on someone.”

      I’m sure I look like a madman running into the dorms. I don’t want them to freak out, but I also don’t have the time to stop and explain either.

      I take the steps two at a time until I reach the second floor outside of their room. I grip the door frames, dropping my head between my shoulders to catch my breath before I knock lightly. Aimee’s expecting me, standing at the door in a tank top and a pair of cotton shorts.

      She opens the door, a worried look etches her face. There are small twinkle lights hanging from the ceiling, which is the only light in the room.

      My eyes are on Austen immediately. Her blanket is pulled off her, curled in a ball in the center of her bed. My heart seizes for a moment when I realize she’s wearing my T-shirt and no shorts.

      Her face is scrunched up, as if she’s upset, before the groaning starts up.

      “See, that’s what I’m talking about. I tried shaking her thinking she’s having a bad dream, but she won’t move or wake up.” 

      I step over the clothes and bags on the floor, dropping to my knees near her bed. I move my face close to hers, whispering in her ear.

      “Austen.” I grip her arm, attempting to subtly shake her. Her lips move like she’s trying to speak, but nothing comes out.

      “Austen, baby, wake up.” 

      Nothing happens. I continue to try to jostle her, but she doesn’t wake up.

      I stand up and lift my shirt over my head before kicking my shoes off toward the foot of her bed.

      Aimee wraps one arm around her waist, the other is massaging her forehead. The worry on her face is palpable. 

      “She’s going to be pissed at me for letting you in here.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, I’m sure she’ll be more pissed at me than she will be with you. I’m the first face she’ll see when she wakes up anyway.”

      Aimee’s eyes start searching the room, as if looking for the answers of what to do. I take a seat on the edge of the bed next to Austen, not bothering to worry about what’s wrong with Aimee. All I want right now is to be close to Austen.

      My mind filters back to the first night she stayed at Haven Brook and to the night I fell asleep next to her on the floor. I only intended to check on her, but when I saw how upset she was, the sweat dotting her face, I didn’t want to leave her with whatever was weighing on her mind.

      I knew the feeling of not wanting to go to sleep alone. Even if we were packed into the rooms like sardines, nothing felt more alone than living there. No one cared about us or how we were doing.

      I never realized even in a crowded room of people, it was possible to still feel so alone.

      I lean over to pull the discarded blankets over us. I turn on my side and wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her against me. 

      Her body is tense, cold from the chilly temperatures. She continues to mumble incoherent words under her breath. It takes a moment before it happens, but when my body molds against hers, eventually she begins to relax.

      I don’t hear Aimee leave until the door clicks behind her. If I had to guess she either went to the bathroom or opted to go stay with Darren.

      I’m surprised she isn’t staying with him tonight anyway, but then again if she hadn’t been here, I’d never would’ve known something was wrong with Austen either.

      Her fingers glide over my forearm to where they’re wrapped around her before tensing when she reaches my hands. Her body goes rigid before her eyes shoot over her shoulder, connecting with mine. She pushes off me, moving to sit up.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Ryder?”

      “What’s it look like I’m doing?” I squint my eyes in confusion.

      She rubs her hands over her face, moving up to grip her hair. She pulls her legs up, pressing them against her chest, closing herself off to me.

      “What’s going on? Everything was fine between us before the fight, now you’re acting like something is up. Why won’t you talk to me?”

      She drops her hands, staring down at me, as if she can’t believe I’m asking this question.

      “What?” I ask, holding my hands up.

      If she knows I subscribed to her OnlyFun account, she isn’t saying it. As long as she continues to act like this, I’m going to play clueless. 

      “I don’t want to talk about this right now.” She sighs, collapsing back against the bed. She adjusts her pillow, moving far enough away to leave space separating us.

      Ignoring her attempts for space, I reach my arm around her body and pull her close to me until her back is once again pressed against mine. She attempts to wiggle out of my arms, but it’s futile.

      I change the subject entirely. “Were you having a bad dream?”

      She stops fighting me, her body relaxing and her arm moving under her pillow. She arches her back, forcing her ass against my dick. I bite my lip, attempting to hold my shit together.

      If she’s still trying to keep up this whole ploy of being mad and wanting space, she’s doing a shitty ass job of it.

      She doesn’t say anything so I continue to press her. “Aimee was here. She was worried about you. You were mumbling and groaning in your sleep, but every time she tried waking you, nothing would happen.”

      She rolls onto her back, staring up at the ceiling before turning her head to look at me.

      “I’ve been having these dreams. Except it’s not a dream, it’s real. Ever since the night of my mom’s arrest, I’ve been having them. I was woken up from my sleep when the police busted into our house. That’s when I ended up at Haven Brook.”

      “In the dreams, it’s like I’m lying in bed and replaying the entire scene of the cops showing up and taking my mom to jail and me away. My eyes are open, I’m looking around, but it’s as if my arms and legs weigh a thousand pounds. No matter how hard I try and fight it, I can’t pull myself out of the nightmare. It’s like I’m forced to re-live it, over and over again.”

      I grip her chin in my hand, tilting her head up to look at me. 

      “I’m sorry you have to keep going through that,” I say, wanting her to know I mean it.

      “It seems to happen when I’m stressed or not sleeping well, so I’m not surprised it started up again.”

      Her eyes meet mine and I want so badly to kiss her right now, but I also don’t want to ruin the moment and make this to be about sex. I can tell this is bothering her. I want her to know I’m here for her in every way she’ll let me be.

      “How long is she in prison for?”

      “Five years.”

      “Damn.” I wince.

      “She should only have another year or so, unless the judge decides to let her out early on good behavior.”

      Her tone shifts. There’s a hopefulness in her voice. I can’t imagine what it must feel like to still have a parent around who gives a shit. It’s not that her mom didn’t love her or want to be with her, she just lost herself along the way.

      “She’d be proud of you and where you are now. You know that?”

      She nods, turning on her side to face me. “I know she is.”

      She lets out a heavy exhale and closes her eyes. I brush my thumb along her cheek before her eyes slowly open again.

      I tilt her chin up to me, brushing my lips over hers. She grips the side of my face, pulling me with her as she rolls onto her back. I follow along, moving between her legs. 

      I rest my upper body on my forearms, leaning in to kiss her again. This time it turns heated, when she wraps her legs around my waist, pulling me against her.

      She tilts her head back and whispers, “I don’t want to think about anything else but you and me.”

      Her hands grip my face, her lips crashing into mine. She opens her mouth, her tongue skating along my lower lip and I release a low growl.  

      I pull back from her, jumping over her legs to whip my shirt off before dropping my sweats onto the floor.

      Her tongue darts out, running along her lower lip. Her eyes shoot up to mine, sparkling beneath the dim lights. 

      She sits up and slips my shirt over her head, dropping it onto the floor next to my clothes. She’s not wearing a bra. The sight of her soft nipples has my mouth watering, wanting to taste them.

      She lifts her hips in the air, pushing her panties down her legs before toeing them off as well.

      I wrap my hand around my dick, pumping it. It dawns on me that any second Aimee could bound through the door like she has before, ruining the moment, but I don’t give a fuck.

      Her eyes drag over my body, watching me fist my length in my hand.

      “Ryder,” she moans, tracing a path over her hip up her stomach between her tits. She brushes her finger around her nipple, letting out a soft whimper. “I want you to fuck every thought right out of my mind.”

      I climb onto the bed between her legs and move in for those pert nipples. I’m nearly salivating at the thought of tasting her and I don’t want to waste another second.

      She thrusts her hips up, gliding her wet pussy over my dick. I pull back enough to give her room, as she slips her hands between us, guiding me to her opening.

      My eyes practically roll back in my head when I enter her, my hips pistoning like a rocket shooting off. Her fingers dig into my back, her legs and pussy tightening around me.

      I reach my hands up, gripping her wrists in my hand, pushing them back against the bed. I stare down between us to where our bodies meet, watching as I pull out before pushing back into her. 

      The sight of her wetness glistening on my dick has me nearly coming apart.

      We don’t last long. Even with her hands pinned to the mattress, she seeks out her release by lifting her hips off the bed, matching me thrust for thrust until both of us are struggling to catch our breath.

      I release her hands, moving to change our position. I can tell I hit the right spot when her back arches off the bed, her hand flying down between her legs.

      “I’m so close. Oh god, Ryder, I’m so fuckin’ close.” 

      Her movements turn jerky and my hips pick up the pace, until both of us go crashing over the edge, riding the high of our release. I tilt my head toward the ceiling, letting out a throaty groan before collapsing against her.

      She wraps her arms around me, neither of us moving to separate from the other. In fact, her legs tighten around me and her nails slowly trace circles into my back, relaxing me further. 

      It’s as though all my energy has been forced right out of me. 

      There’s a thought on the tip of my tongue. The sudden urge to tell her how I feel sends my eyes shooting open, a spike of adrenaline burning through me.

      No matter how close I get to Austen, there’s still a niggling fear in the back of my mind. What if she rejects me and pushes me away?

      The thought of losing her, along with everyone else I’ve ever let get close to me, forces those feelings back into the cage I keep them locked up in.

      I’ll break myself before I’ll let anyone else break me.
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      I tend to avoid any and all situations that involve talking about feelings.

      It’s what I’m doing. I’m avoiding Ryder.

      Not only because I’m starting to realize the feelings I have for him have grown beyond something fun, but because I know he has the potential of breaking my heart in the process.

      The old me wouldn’t believe I’d ever trust Ryder O’Rourke with my heart. Yet somehow, the more time we spend together, the more I start to see the man he’s kept hidden from the rest of the world. 

      He showed up at my apartment a few days ago. I knew I was avoiding talking to him and turned to sex to cover up all the feelings I have.

      When Aimee told me about how Justin had been behind the blackmailing and Ryder set up the fight to take him down, I honestly didn’t know how to feel. 

      It made sense why Ryder would be out for venom.

      It creeped me out to think about how Justin figured out Violet Grace was me. There’s still this fear of what else he is capable of, especially if he’s willing to go this far already.

      On top of it all, I kept thinking how all of this may have never happened if it hadn’t been for Ryder mentioning how my dad was loaded at the bonfire.

      I push the door open to The Grind, stopping by for some coffee after class. I have the rest of the day free. I told myself I was going to go to the library to try and get some studying done, hoping to avoid hanging out here for too long, knowing it was inevitable before Ryder showed up.

      Although, if I am being honest, there’s a small part of me that hopes he does.

      As if on cue, I spot his car pull along the side of the street outside of the coffee shop. He leans over to roll down the window. The car is one of the old classics where you still had to crank the lever to get them to roll down.

      “Hop in,” he shouts at me. A group of girls stop, peering into the car before realizing he isn’t talking to them. I press my lips together, covering up my laugh at their obvious disappointment.

      He shakes his head, flashing me his sexy grin. “Get your ass in here. Let’s go somewhere.”

      The sidewalk is bustling with people. I dart across through a small gap, leaning over to peer my head into the passenger side window.

      “What makes you think I’d want to go anywhere with you?”

      I’m being playful, but there’s a hint of seriousness in my voice. 

      He chuckles, picking up on it. He rubs his hands over his jaw. I notice the five o’clock shadow growing in. The sight of his facial hair makes it even more tempting. 

      Who am I kidding though? I’m going to climb in with him anyway. 

      I’ll just put him through hell first.

      “I deserve that, I deserve that.” He nods before turning back to me. His face turns serious when his gaze meets mine. “I guess I was hoping you’d come because you want to be with me.”

      My eyes search his face, looking for any sign he could be lying or joking. Anything that would clue me into the fact maybe that’s not how he really feels.

      Even though he’s always been hard to read, I come up empty.

      I reach for the door handle and climb inside, slamming the door shut behind me. I push my bag into the backseat, deciding I’ll focus on studying later. I don’t have class tomorrow anyway, so I’ll use the time to get caught up before and after my shift at the station.

      He reaches for the gear shift near the steering wheel and puts the car in drive. I don’t bother to pay attention to where we’re going until the roads turn more desolate the further we drive out of town. 

      I don’t ask at first, but after an hour of driving I’m beginning to wonder where the hell he’s taking me.

      “Are you trying to abduct me?” I joke. 

      He lets out a low chuckle. “Not unless you want me to, baby.”

      I roll my eyes and shake my head. 

      “Of course, I’m not abducting you.” He laughs. “I do want to show you somewhere though.”

      I recline back against the seat, sticking my arm out the window, feeling the wind against my hand. My mind drifts off to when I was younger, riding in the backseat of my mom’s old Buick, doing this same thing.

      Eventually we pull off onto some back roads, practically in the middle of nowhere. It’s such a stark contrast from living in the city. There’s a peacefulness out here, away from the hustle and bustle of campus.

      He slows to a stop, pulling along the side of the road onto a hidden area overlooking the rolling green hills. I unhook my seatbelt, staring into the distance. It’s almost hard to believe we were only driving for a short time. It’s almost as if the city is nowhere in sight, and now we’re left with nothing but the rural countryside.

      “Wow, is this even real?” I ask, pushing the door open. We round the front of his car. 

      I walk closer and closer to the edge of the cliff. Ryder leans against the front of his car, crossing his arms over his chest. 

      I chance a look over my shoulder, staring back at him. 

      “Can you believe this? The view is stunning.” 

      He nods, not even paying attention to the landscape behind us. “You’re right. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

      I drag my teeth over my lower lip, turning toward him.

      He’s dressed in a pair of jeans, a red T-shirt and black Chuck Taylors. There’s something about this side of Ryder that makes it incredibly hard to be mad at him.

      I’m still used to the rugged, asshole exterior he’s shown me and the rest of the world for years. Yet when he’s laid back, showing me his sweet side, I can’t help but fall more for him every time we’re together.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you knew it was Justin?”

      He winces and lets out a heavy exhale. “I didn’t want him to suspect something was up or that I knew. I wanted him in the ring not knowing what was coming.”

      I shake my head. I still can’t help but believe he did it selfishly to avoid having to face his own guilt over the role he played.

      “Listen, it didn’t make sense to me why he would do this to you. He was seeing you before he even knew about the money. I never suspected it was him until I…” he trails off. 

      I turn back to look at him, wondering why he stops. He claps his hands together, avoiding looking at me.

      “Until what?”

      “Until I found out about your OnlyFun account. I didn’t mean to find out how I did, but if I’m putting this out on the table, I might as well be honest. After that first weekend we spent together trying to keep your mind off things, when I saw the pictures he had of you, I was pissed. I wanted to get to the bottom of who it was. I had Darren hook me up with someone who’s good with computers. He got into your email and that’s when I found out.”

      “You hacked into my email?” My jaw drops. “Are you fuckin’ kidding me, Ryder?”

      “I needed a way to trace back to who had sent the email.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I spit out. 

      He rakes his hand over his scalp. He drops his arm to his side, shaking his head. 

      “Just say it already.”

      His eyes find mine once again. 

      “Say it, Ryder. Tell me how you were the one who told him and everyone else at the fucking bonfire about my dad having money. Aimee already told me. You can quit acting like you don’t know what I’m talking about now.”

      His nostrils flare. He pushes off his car, walking away from me. He folds his hands over his head, attempting to control the anger etched on his face. 

      He paces along the side of the road and I turn back toward the view, searching for something to say to him but come up empty.

      “You’re right, all right? I felt fuckin’ guilty. You think this hasn’t been eatin’ me up inside since I found out? You think I don’t know how you thought it was me who had something to do with it? Do you honestly believe for a second I’d want to do anything to hurt you?”

      “You’re the one who said you hated me that night, Ryder. How are you going to sit here and try to tell me you didn’t want to hurt me when you’ve ripped my heart out of my chest before?”

      His chest heaves with the force of his breaths. “Don’t you fuckin’ get it? I love you. All right? I fuckin’ love you. Seeing you leave with him to the bonfire when I wanted you to stay with me pissed me off. I had no right to be mad, but I was. Okay? What do you want me to say?”

      “Yo-you…” I sigh. “You love me?”

      He stares blankly at me, realizing what he said without thinking.

      He sighs, shaking his head before he closes the distance between us. He reaches for my hand, pulling me in, tangling our fingers together.

      “Of course I love you,” he whispers, almost as if he’s afraid to say the words. “I think there’s a part of me that’s always been in love with you, ever since we first met.”

      Tears prick my eyes. I can hardly believe this is the same man I met all those years ago, standing in front of me now telling me he loves me.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you,” he continues on, “but I won’t ever be sorry for doing what I thought was right in the moment to protect you.”

      I turn my head away from him, blinking through the tears, attempting to wrangle in my emotions.

      “I love you too,” I murmur under my breath, turning back toward him. 

      A slow grin stretches across his face. He releases his hold on my hands, gripping my hips before reaching down to grab me by my thighs, hoisting me up into his arms.

      He carries me back toward the car, setting me on top of the hood. 

      “Say it again.” His breath flutters against my lips, waiting for me to repeat the words before he kisses me.

      I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him into me. 

      “Say it,” he urges.

      “I love you.”

      “Mmm,” he hums, crashing his lips down on me.

      His hands find their way to my ass, clutching it in his hands. He pulls back, pressing his forehead against mine. 

      “I love you too,” he sighs. 

      He kisses me again. The kiss turns more sensual. Every time I’m near him and things get heated, I find it impossible not to want to take it a step further. We both know if we keep this up, I’m going to end up naked on the hood of his car.

      On second thought, why am I worried again?

      “There’s something else I need to tell you?” he says when our lips break apart a few minutes later.

      My heart clenches in my chest, worry twisting in the pit of my stomach.

      “What?”

      He pulls back enough to look me in the eye, but he doesn’t separate from me. I’m not sure if he’s serious or teasing me.

      “When I found out about your OnlyFun account, I may have gone back to my place and subscribed to it.”

      My mouth drops and my eyes widen. 

      Oh. My. God.

      A sly grin stretches across his face and I can feel my cheeks flame at the thought of him sitting in his apartment, alone, scrolling through the pictures and videos.

      “Did you…” I trail off.

      His smile grows and he nods. “I did.”

      I smack my hand over my mouth.

      “I never came so hard in my life.”

      I push my hands against his chest, climbing off the car. This time he laughs, teasing me.

      “Ryder, I’m going to make you pay for this one.”

      His face turns serious, and he stalks toward me, lifting me back up into his arms, pressing me against the side of his car.

      He attacks my neck, nibbling and biting on my skin until his mouth reaches my ear.

      “I’ll let you get me back for it, but only if you promise to reserve those videos for me.”

      I grab his face, bringing his mouth to mine. He grunts when my nails drag over his skin, thrusting his hips against me where he has me pinned in place, unable to move.

      “Maybe,” I mutter, biting his lip.

      “I’ll let you get me back for it…” he sighs, his fingers clenching my hips tighter. “So long as you let me make you mine.” 

      I break the kiss, attempting to catch my breath.

      “Wh-what?”

      “I want you to be mine.” 

      His eyes burn into me before meeting my gaze once more. 

      “Say it, Austen.”

      I don’t even know if I can find the words, but the second time he says it, the patience in his voice is gone.

      “I’m yours.”
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      “Thanks for hangin’ with us. This is Austen and Mona signing off. When we come back, we’ll have DJ Chris taking over for the night. Have a good one!”

      The radio cuts over and a song by Saving Abel starts playing. Austen has started helping with more of the on-air shows. When she told me tonight they were going to have her taking over with Mona, I promised her I’d be listening in. 

      Her and Mona have an excellent chemistry together. Their playful banter made it entertaining, in between the music playing. 

      Ever since the news broke about Justin being behind the blackmail, I’ve noticed a change in Austen’s demeanor I hadn’t seen since she first showed up in Philly.

      She seems more relaxed, at ease, which brought back the joking side to our relationship. 

      I flip off the radio, knowing it won’t be too long before she’ll be heading over to my place. She texted me before she wrapped up for the night and it seems like we have fallen back into our routine of her staying with me, despite the fact we hadn’t talked about it.

      I turn on the TV, landing on the nightly news. I don’t pay much attention while I mindlessly scroll through my phone. I’ve gotten in the habit of turning on the TV, simply wanting some sort of background noise.

      Since Austen knew I had subscribed to her website, I’ve checked in a few times to see if she’s been online. I hadn’t come outright to say anything about it since, but it’s been a week since she’s posted anything. There’s been a few comments asking if everything’s all right and wondering when she’ll be back.

      I’m reading over different comments when I hear Justin’s name on the TV and my eyes dart up to the screen.

      “After nearly two months, police have made an arrest in the death of twenty-three-year-old James Elliott. Investigators announced Justin Aster has been arrested and charged with homicide by vehicle, reckless driving, and leaving the scene of an accident,” the reporter says. 

      “I’ll be God damned,” I mutter to myself, just as my phone vibrates in my hand, flashing Darren’s name on the screen.

      “Dude, did you hear?” I answer.

      “Yeah, I just heard. Can you fuckin’ believe it?” 

      I chuckle. Can I believe it? No, but when it comes to Justin, I’m not willing to put anything past him. It all seems to make sense now. 

      “I guess the reason why he came after Austen was because he needed the money to cover up his tracks. Some guys I know told me he was trying to fix up his car he was driving, keeping it off the books. If he took it to his dad’s dealership or if anyone got wind, it would raise questions. It also meant he was at risk of not being able to take over for his dad when he retires, which we know he didn’t want.”

      “The fucker is going to end up right where he belongs,” I grunt. 

      I’m midsentence when the door to my apartment swings open and Austen walks in. She stops in her tracks, staring at me, her brow raising in question.

      I hold my finger up to her, signaling for her to give me a second. Darren lets me know he’ll keep me in the loop if he hears any more, but I sigh in relief knowing Justin has bigger fish to fry now and won’t be fucking with Austen anymore.

      “What was that about?” she asks, shrugging off her backpack, dropping it to the floor.

      She’s dressed in a pair of dark denim jeans and an AC/DC T-shirt, with a yellow and black flannel tied around her waist. The temperatures have started to shift cooler, the fall weather sweeping into Philly.

      There’s something about seeing her dressed down like this that’s so damn sexy. She doesn’t bother to wear makeup or dress up like most girls. 

      I press my hands to my knees, moving to stand, crossing the distance between us. I lean down and wrap my hands around her waist, gripping her hips while I pull her into my arms.

      She relaxes against me. Her smile stretches across her face as she tangles her arms around her neck, brushing her soft lips against mine. It starts out soft and sweet, before her fingernails drag over my scalp, sending a chill down my spine. 

      I groan, opening my mouth to her and swipe my tongue along hers. I lift her into my arms, moving her into the kitchen and set her against the countertop, stepping between her legs.

      She locks her ankles around my waist, holding me against her and I drag my hands over her hips down to her thighs. She whimpers as my hands explore her body, sighing when I trace my lips down the column of her neck leaving a trail of kisses over her collarbone.

      When I pull back, she turns my face to look at her, pressing her palms against the side of my head.

      “If you thought you could kiss me as a way of distracting me, you’re onto something, but I’m not going to forget what you said when I walked in either.”

      I chuckle. “I wasn’t trying to distract you.”

      “Mmhm…” she quirks her brow.

      “I was talking to Darren when the news came on. I guess they made an arrest in a case they had on a hit and run investigation. You’ll never guess who was behind it.”

      “Who?”

      I tilt my head, not needing to say it. Her mouth drops open and she slaps her hand over her face. “Are you kidding?”

      “Nope. Like I said, the motherfucker will be right where he deserves to be.”

      She sighs. “Wow. I’m, well, I don’t…” She shakes her head, seemingly at a loss for words. “I’m relieved.” 

      I massage my hands over her legs and then to her forearms, before lifting her palm to my mouth. I press a kiss there before trailing my lips over to the inside of her wrist.

      She smiles a lazy smile before her hand folds against my cheek once again, tilting my mouth up to hers as she leans in for another kiss.

      “Speaking of Justin,” I say, changing the subject. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something since the fight.”

      Her eyes turn dark, dragging her teeth over her lower lip before biting it. I reach my hand out, brushing my thumb over her lower lip to stop her.

      “You don’t need to be worried. It’s nothing bad.”

      She nods, but doesn’t say anything, waiting for me to continue.

      I reach my hands down to unhook her legs from around my waist and cross the kitchen, opening the cupboard door. I pull out the empty box of pasta, turning back to stare at her.

      Her brows furrow in confusion when I pop the top and turn it upside down, a wad of cash falling into my hand. Her mouth pops open when she realizes it’s how much money it is.

      “Ryder, what the hell are you doing?”

      I laugh. “When I found out it was Justin behind sending the emails, I knew he was hurting for money. In fact, I was counting on it. It meant that the stakes were going to be high and the more we amped up the fight, the higher the bids started coming in. This is the winnings. It’s yours.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      I shook my head, reaching for the other boxes in the cupboard until I had five stacks of $10,000 sitting on the counter. Her eyes were wide, staring between me over to the money.

      “What? Why?”

      “I want you to quit your job.” I shrug. “I’m like you, I don’t give a shit about the money, Austen. I’ll live in this fuckin’ apartment until the day I die if I have to if it means I have you next to me.”

      I reach for the stack of money and walk back toward her, setting it on the counter next to her legs. 

      “There’s not any money in the world that will replace what you mean to me. I want you to be mine, only mine. I don’t want to share you with anyone anymore.”

      “I don’t need your money, Ryder,” she whispers. I clench my jaw, gearing up for the argument that’s about to ensue. 

      Is she fuckin’ kidding me? After everything that went down with Justin, this is what we are back to?

      She must sense the anger coiling in me. She reaches her hand out, grabbing my forearm and pulling me between her legs once more. 

      “I decided to take the money from my dad.” 

      My eyes bulge, surprised. The more time that passed, the more I started to believe she was going to decline her inheritance.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about the day I went to Cleveland to meet with his lawyer. Lillian, my dad’s wife, made a comment while I was there, encouraging me to take the money. Even though I don’t want a penny from him, there’s someone else who deserves it just as much.”

      “My mom has a year left in prison. When she gets out, she’s going to have a lot of hard work ahead of her to get back on her feet. I don’t want her to return to the same life she had before which landed her behind bars in the first place. I decided I’m going to take the money and help take care of her.”

      I lean forward and brush a kiss against her soft lips. I press my forehead against hers and say, “I think that sounds like a great idea.”

      “Mr. Morio also said there’s a portion of the money that was set aside to take care of my school. I got the papers in the mail today that the rest of my tuition has been paid in full.”

      My brows shoot up in surprise before she holds her hand up. “There’s more. I decided to shut down my website. It’s going to take some time because I’ll have to go through and refund everyone who’s paid. It’s the right thing to do, but in a couple days, I’ll be done. For good.”

      My lips crush against hers, and I lace my fingers through her hair. I pull on the strands, tilting her head back to deepen the kiss. She reaches out, gripping the front of my shirt in her fist. She lets out a deep moan, vibrating against my lips.

      Her legs circle my waist again and I’m half ready to pull her pants down and fuck her right here on the counter.

      When our lips eventually break apart, our foreheads press against each other, and our chests heaving in an attempt to control our breathing. I squeeze my eyes shut at the emotions racing through me. The urge to tell her how I feel about her is right there, on the tip of my tongue.

      “I love you, Austen.” 

      She pulls back, her face softening with emotion. “I love you,” I repeat. “I’ve tried to understand and wrap my head around how we could go from the way things where when you first got here to where we are now, but I don’t want to go back there. All I know is when you’re here, when I’m with you, I’ve never been happier in all of my life.”

      “I love you too,” she murmurs. Her cheeks turn rosy, and I grin at the sight. 

      “As long as I have you, I’ll have everything I’ll ever need. You’re my home.”

      Tears fill the brim of her eyes and she smiles. “I hate to break it to ya, precious. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Pain in my fuckin’ ass,” I grumble under my breath. 

      This time when I kiss her, it’s with every ounce of love and passion in me.
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Austen

        

      

    

    
      “You have a collect call from an inmate at the Cleveland Correctional Center. To accept this call, press one.”

      The automated message plays in my ear and I hit the button before my mom’s voice filters through the phone.

      “Austy, baby. How are you?” she croons.

      Sometimes it feels surreal to hear her voice, but in a good way. Before she was sent to prison, it had been a long time since I heard her sober.

      I’m back at my dorm room, picking up a few clothes before I head over to Ryder’s for the night. I take a seat on the edge of my bed, folding my arm across my chest, pressing the phone to my ear.

      “I’m doing good, really good.” I smile. 

      It’s the truth too. My job at the radio station has been going well. I am getting more and more time in the booth. Mona has been showing me the ropes and I’m learning a lot. School has been going well, and we are nearing the end of the semester. I’m looking forward to a much-needed summer break.

      Then, there is Ryder.

      Once we worked through the blackmail and the secrets we had been keeping from each other, I was surprised by how easy things with him had seemed to be. We put everything out there, on the table, and we were left with no skeletons or hidden secrets in the closet.

      “Have you heard any news about when you’ll be going before the parole board?” 

      She’s up for parole after this month. Although she had gotten into a bit of trouble when she first was locked up, we’re hoping they will release her sooner on good behavior.

      Otherwise, she has a year left before she was free, and I can’t wait for the day to come.

      “That’s actually why I was calling you, sweetie. I got to stand before the judge today and they told me they’ll be releasing me early. I have to finish out the next two months and I should be out in early July.”

      My heart clenches in my chest and tears prick my eyes. I’ve been waiting for this day to come. We have written letters to each other over the past few years. Early on, I wasn’t ready to talk to her about it, but ever since my father had passed, I felt like it was time for me to put the past behind me.

      I know I made my share of questionable decisions. As much as I hated the way things happened, it seemed as though she was trying and putting in the effort to rebuild our relationship.

      It’s all I could ask for. She is the only parent I have and I don’t want to miss out on the chance for us to be close again.

      Tears stream down my face and, although I try to cover it up, I release a low whimper.

      “Don’t cry, Austy. It’s all going to be better now, I promise.” 

      When I called Mr. Morio’s office a few months back to talk to him about the inheritance, we had a conversation about how I wanted to help my mom get back on her feet when she was released. He agreed to help me with splitting the payments and I began to set aside money to help my mom when the day came she was free.

      I didn’t want to make the same mistake my dad had, throwing money at her, out of fear it could lead her down the wrong path again. Instead, I decided I was going to set her up with a place and help cover her utilities, giving her enough to start her off on the right foot.

      It came with the contingent she was doing the right thing; getting a job, a car, and staying out of trouble.

      “I guess it’s time for me to start scoping out places for you, so you have a place to come home to.”

      “You know, you could always transfer schools and stay with me, if you want. I wouldn’t mind having you at home with me again.”

      “Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you…”

      “Uh oh, you’re not pregnant, are you?” she quips.

      “Hell no.” I laugh. Don’t get me wrong, I am not opposed to having children of my own one day, but I’m not quite ready for that step yet. Still, the thought of little Ryders running around puts a smile on my face.

      She sighs, seemingly disappointed and I laugh. “I’m sorry, I’m not pregnant, but I do have a boyfriend.”

      “Well, that’s a good first step, huh?” She chuckles. 

      “Maybe someday that will be in our future, but right now I’m focusing on school and my internship. I’m wrapping up here in a couple weeks.”

      “You got a good head on your shoulders, kid. I can’t take credit for how you turned out, but I’m damn proud of you. I hope you know that.”

      “You did the best you could, Mom.”

      “I did, but still, I could’ve done better. I promise you that’ll change though. I can’t go back and make up for the past, but I can certainly make sure it doesn’t repeat itself again. It will be different this time.”

      “Good, that’s all I want.”

      We spend the next few minutes talking about Ryder. I tell her how we first met and how we were reunited when I first arrived at Eastwood. I leave out the parts about him being a royal jackass at first, not wanting to sway her opinion of him.

      It doesn’t matter anymore anyway. The people we are now, especially together, is different than the people we were back then.

      She promises to call me next week and to keep me updated on when her release date will be. When the call disconnects, I drop my phone onto the mattress next to me. The weight of the news lifts from my chest and an overwhelming sense of peace washes over me.

      All I want to do, in this moment, is be with Ryder.

      I finish shoving my change of clothes and toiletries into my backpack, along with my laptop and books. I don’t plan to do any studying tonight, but I also don’t have a clue when I’ll be back here either.

      Aimee has been staying with Darren’s anyway. Neither of us have any desire to come back here, and the more time I spend with Ryder, the more I understand why she is always away.

      My phone vibrates with a text from Ryder telling me he’s here. I peek out the window and find him standing outside his car, leaning against the passenger door, staring up at me.

      When he sees me looking out onto the terrace, he lifts his hand and gives me a subtle wave. He’s wearing a backwards hat and his standard denim jeans with a black T-shirt. It’s his staple.

      Although he recently added some new graphic shirts to his collection. 

      He’s still waiting for me when I jog down the stairs and out the door. He reaches for the door, opening it for me and I grin. “Who knew Ryder O’Rourke was such a romantic?”

      He rolls his eyes and holds his hand out to me. “Only for you.”

      I hum, gripping his shirt in my fist, pulling him toward me. He comes easily, leaning down and pressing a kiss to my lips. I know I’m causing trouble when I open my mouth, swiping my tongue along his lower lip earning me a low growl.

      “You’re pushing it,” he mutters, pulling back. 

      I shrug, moving to get in, but not before he swats me on my butt. 

      “Pain in my ass,” he follows up before shutting the door behind me.

      “What are we going to do tonight?” I ask as he pulls off campus, heading toward his place. 

      When he asked me on a date tonight, I figured he had something specific planned, but the further we got from my dorm and closer to his house, I’m beginning to think I misunderstood the plan all along.

      “I tried coming up with something fun for us to do. I thought you’d like to get out and try something new.” I stare out the window.

      I love the thought of him putting in the effort to pick something he would think I’d like.

      When we pull into the parking lot of his apartment, I turn toward him. With my brow raised, I ask, “You thought this was something new and fun?” 

      He laughs and shakes his head, opening the door and climbing out. He doesn’t bother answering me and I move to push the door open before he jogs around, helping me out.

      I grin up at him, remembering my earlier comment about him laying on the romance. He takes my backpack from me and leads the way into his apartment, holding the door open for me both times.

      There’s a makeshift fort set up, with blankets draped all over the living room. I drop my bag near the door, making my way into the room.

      I put my hand over my mouth when I see the mattress on the floor, with the bed made up. There’s a bowl of popcorn in the center with drinks and snacks. I turn toward Ryder, wanting to tell him how sweet and thoughtful he is, when I notice he’s holding the remote in his hand.

      “I thought we could start with your favorite. Who doesn’t love watching a good murder episode before bed?” he deadpans.

      “You sure now how to romance the pants right off me.” I chuckle. 

      He flashes me a wink, kneeling on the floor, pulling the curtain aside and climbing into the fort. I follow along behind him, reclining back against the mountain of pillows pushed up against the front of the couch.

      He picks up the remote and clicks play on the Netflix documentary we’ve been talking about. Ever since I saw the trailer, I’ve told Ryder how I was looking forward to watching it.

      “I talked to my mom before you picked me up.”

      We hadn’t really talked about how things would go between us once the semester wrapped up. I hadn’t planned on leaving, but he knows I have to be out of the dorm. He’s made comments before about me staying with him for the summer until I went back to school.

      With my mom getting out sooner than I thought, that was going to change things.

      “Oh yeah? How’d that go?”

      “I guess they are releasing her early. The judge signed off on it and everything. She has about two months left and then she’ll be free.”

      “That’s great.” Ryder smiles, leaning in to kiss me. I press my palms against the side of his face, soaking in his lips. 

      “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about the end of the school year. Now that she’s gettin’ out and I have the summer open, I thought it would be good for me to head back to Cleveland for a bit. Help her get situated and back on her feet.”

      He’s lying on his side, propped up on his arm. He turns his attention back toward the TV, seemingly lost in thought.

      “What does this mean for us then?” he asks, tilting his head up to look at me.

      “What do you mean?” My brows furrow and my stomach flips.

      This wasn’t where I thought this conversation was going to go, tonight of all nights.

      “I mean, I know we hadn’t talked about it before now, but I guess I was hoping nothing would change between the two of us. Cleveland is only a couple hours away. You’re welcome to come stay with me, if you want, or I can make trips back here on the weekends to spend with you. I will only be gone for a couple weeks and I’ll be back for the rest of the summer.”

      He nods. He turns his focus on the TV again, his eyes losing focus. 

      Me, on the other hand, has pushed out the thought of watching it entirely. I’m more focused on the change in his demeanor, wanting to fix where this was going before things spiral any further.

      “Hey,” I say, reaching for his arm, pushing him to roll over on his back.

      I swing my leg over him, straddling his lap. He’s still sitting up, with the mountain of pillows beneath him. I lean my body over him, staring into his eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothin’,” he says, but I can tell there’s something off.

      I grip his chin in my hands and lean forward, kissing him again. His hands graze up my thighs, toward my hips, holding me against him. His mouth opens to me and I swipe my tongue against his. He releases a low moan, vibrating against my mouth, his hips moving up to brush against my center.

      I pull back, staring into his eyes and whisper, “Tell me.”

      He sighs. “I don’t want you to go.”

      There’s a look that passes over his face but before I can analyze it further, he shakes it off, pushing it away.

      “I won’t be gone for long. You won’t even get a chance to miss me. Like I said, you can come visit me and I’ll make the trip to come see you. It will be a few days in between, max.”

      “You don’t get it,” he interrupts. “I hate being here without you.”

      It’s as if he reached into my chest and gripped my heart, squeezing it in his iron fist.

      “I’ve spent most of my life alone, and now that I know what it’s like having you around, I don’t want to go back to what it was like before this.”

      I attempt to swallow down the emotions lodged in my throat. 

      “I’ve never craved being with someone until I got the taste of being yours.”

      “I’ll still be yours, whether there’s a hundred or a thousand miles separating us. I’ll always be yours.”

      He reaches his hand up, slipping his fingers into my hair and pulls me down until my lips crush against his. I wrap my hand around the front of his throat, feeling his moan rumble against my palm.

      Everything about Ryder consumes me. The feelings I have for him, and when I’m with him, could break me if I were to lose him.

      “Come with me,” I whisper against his mouth. “Please. My mom needs me, but I need you. Come with me.”

      He hesitates for a moment. I worry he’s overthinking it or maybe he’s giving me a chance to take it back, but I don’t. It’s not going to happen.

      “Ryder…”

      “I’ll go. If it means being with you, I’ll go wherever you want me to.”

      I exhale a heavy breath in relief, the smile spreading wide across my face. 

      “I love knowing it were those words that made you smile like this.”

      I respond with the only thing I can think of saying.

      “I love you.”

      It’s his turn to smile and the sight of his grin fills me with more happiness than I could ever begin to put into words.

      “Does this mean I get to call you my boyfriend?” 

      He laughs. “I mean, if that’s what you want to call me, why not?”

      My face turns serious, and I narrow my eyes at him. “Well, what the hell would you call me?”

      “Mine.”
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I was made to bend, not break

        

      

    

    
      Bend. That’s as much as I would do for them. I wouldn’t break like they thought.

      He stole everything from my mother and me. We worked hard to get to the place we are now just to exact our revenge.

      What we didn’t plan for was his son. The boy that would bend me to his will, or so he thought.

      He wasn’t a part of the plan, but he would become my most useful weapon.
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      I look at my reflection in the mirror and I don’t even recognize myself. I know it’s me but after all the surgeries no one else will know. I’m no longer me. That’s the whole point. 

      “Nothing is going to stop us now, Silver.” I look up at my mom behind me in the mirror, our blue eyes clashing in the reflection. 

      “Nothing,” I repeat her words. She smiles as she applies her red lipstick to her perfect lips. Mine are perfect now. Once thin lines, they are now full, bow-shaped, and perfect. 

      “Are you ready for tonight? We have to mingle and act like we give two shits about this charity,” she adds as I finish curling my long blonde hair. Blonde. There’s a color I never thought I’d be. I was born with dark hair that I now bleach out and dye blonde. It’s all part of the plan. Be someone else to gain back what’s rightfully ours and we will get it all back. 

      “I’m ready. Isn’t this what we’ve been preparing for the last three years?” When my hair’s finished, I set the iron down and grab my eye liner. The black that smudges under my eyes makes the blues pop even more. 

      “It is. You know this is all going to work, right Silver?” I nod my head as I finish up with my makeup and turn to move away from the sink.

      “We don’t have a choice but to make this work. We’re going broke,” I remind her, grabbing my heels off the floor and slipping my feet into them. We weren’t always broke. In fact, we used to live in a house that was damn near a mansion until one man, one night ruined that for us. He stole it all and took off into the night. Mom hated herself for letting him do that to her but it wasn’t her fault. It was his. He knew how to work her and get what he wanted. And from that day on, we learned how to play the game. We had to learn. We were homeless, jobless, and without money. We eventually had to get on food stamps and live in this one-bedroom shithole. We knew what we were doing, and with every party we attend, we know the outcome. We aren’t just stupid women out for a good time. No, we need money and we need it now. 

      “You’re getting better and better at this, Silver.”

      “I have an amazing teacher, Priscilla.” 

      She smirks at me over her shoulder before stepping out of our tiny bathroom and coming toward me. “I hate this is what we have to do, but once we get the money back, we won’t have to do this any longer.”

      “I know, Mom. And honestly, this isn’t so bad. Although you know how much I hate dresses,” I remind her with a smile. 

      “Hated. You love them now.” 

      I look down at the tight red silk dress that clings to my eighteen-year-old frame like a second skin and shrug. I suppose it isn’t all that bad. I do look semi-good I think. 

      “They’re not as bad as I imagined them before. I do my miss my hair though,” I tell her. She smiles and grabs my chin in her fingers, lifting my gaze to hers. 

      “I miss it too but once this is over, you can go back to being you, baby. You can be whoever you want to be.” 

      Maybe she’s right. Or maybe I can’t. Who the hell knows because I sure as hell don’t. My life the last three years has not been an easy one. From one surgery to the next, no one should have to go through what I did. The pain from each one of them will reap the rewards at some point but will it take away my identity altogether?

      “I don’t know if I’d want to go back to being her. I’m used to this new me.” I shove off the chair that I took a quick seat on and stand, checking myself out before grabbing my clutch purse and heading toward the door.

      “You’re just as beautiful now as you were then, Silver. You can pull off any look you want, and honestly, I sort of like you like this. You’re the little girl I always wanted and not the tomboy you chose to be.” 

      I giggle at her words. She isn’t saying it to be mean; she’s saying it because it’s true. I was never into this stuff before. I had no idea what was in and what wasn’t. I didn’t know a damn thing about makeup or what high end fashion was but now? That’s all I know. 

      “She was pretty bad, wasn’t she?”

      “No. She was still you. Your look might be different, Silver, but your attitude is all you, baby. Don’t let anyone change that. Be who you are regardless of what you look like.” 

      Easy for her to say. She isn’t the one that’s going to attend high school at one of the most prestigious private schools with some of the richest little bastards that live in our town. The thought alone makes my stomach churn. I don’t want to go to Jackson Hills Prep. I don’t want to pretend to fit in with the elite even though I was the elite at one point in my life. 

      Mom pulls the door closed behind us as we walk toward the stairs. I step over Rod, the local homeless man, on my way down.

      “Rod, I’ll bring you something to eat later,” I tell him as I try not to touch the filthy rail. 

      “Thanks, Silver. You’re a good girl.” 

      I throw him a quick smile and continue down the stairs littered with trash and old beer cans. This is what our lives have come to. This is how we live now. 

      “I think we should look at that apartment over on Ninth,” Mom says. I shrug my shoulders and head toward the sidewalk, ready to catch a cab. I wave one down, watching as it pulls to a stop and open the door.

      “Sure, whatever you want.”

      That’s the way we work. I’ll do whatever I can to make my mom happy. I was always that girl. The one who pleased her mom but lately that girl has been slipping. She’s falling into a place that I’m not sure anyone could touch.
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      “I have a fucking headache,” I tell my dad once more when he asks why I’m not wearing my tuxedo yet. 

      “No you don’t. Get up, Cash. You’re going to make us late,” he snaps. Like that’s anything new. I don’t give two shits about these events but my dad has to put on a show for all the other elites of this town. There are many days that I wish we didn’t have a fucking dime, but at the same time, I spend money like there’s a never-ending supply. I suppose to us there is. We aren’t hurting for anything. Never have and with the way business is going we never will.

      Shoving myself off the bed, I move to the closet and grab the tux I’m supposed to wear tonight. It’s always a good time, these events, but at the same time, I’m sick of them. It’s always the same rich snobs wanting to see how quickly they can show up the others. 

      “I was told there were going to be some new people in attendance tonight,” my dad says as I strip and change quickly. I button each button on my white dress shirt, leaving the top three undone before grabbing my shoes. 

      “Oh really? Are we getting some new competition?” He chuckles at my question when I step back into my room. 

      “Not a chance in hell. There is no one higher than us,” he adds. I smirk. I already know that. How my dad comes into money? Well that’s a long story but for the most part a majority of it is legit. 

      “Do we know who it is?”

      “Not yet. We’ll be able to pick them out, that much I’m sure. Hurry up and I’ll meet you downstairs.” I watch him leave the room and greet someone in the hall when he walks into my room. 

      “I feel like a jackass,” Mac, my best friend, whines as he walks in tugging at his collar. 

      “You look like a fucking jackass, too.” He flips me off and walks to my dresser, pulling the top drawer open and grabbing the bottle of cognac. I watch as he takes a quick pull and puts it back. 

      “I hate these events. Charities that mean shit to us just so our precious parents can make a fucking dollar.”

      “Why do you complain when you inherit it all when they die?” I ask as I stand and grab my jacket. 

      “When is that? Huh? Like another sixty years from now?” I laugh at the annoyed look on his face.

      “Unless there’s an accident,” I tell him. 

      “I like the way you think, Cash.”

      “I know, that’s why we’re friends. Just stick to the plan and everything else will fall into place.” Mac nods although I know he will be crying about this event again before we ever get there. Not that I blame him, I hate them too but they are a necessary evil that we must endure for the greater good. 

      “I overheard your dad say there were going to be some new people tonight. Any clue who it is?”

      “No. I don’t know any more than you do.” He huffs out a breath as we both walk out of my room and down the hall. Our house is massive, a mansion of sorts. It makes me sick that I even have to live here. Who the hell needs something like this when there’s only the two of us? Mom split long ago when Dad couldn’t keep his cock in his pants and I can’t say that I blame her there. I had the option - go with her or stay behind with Dad. But Mom wasn’t the same after she left. Hell, even before that. She started drinking, which lead to her own infidelity. I suppose they aren’t that much different in that regard. 

      “Cash, let’s go!” my dad snaps even as I make my way down the steps with Mac right behind me. He glances up from his hundred-thousand-dollar watch, his eyes full of mischief and greed. I have no doubts about what his intentions are for the evening. Everything to him comes back to money. Money we don’t need yet he craves. 

      “Who is your victim tonight?” I ask as we make our way to the door. 

      “Victim? They would have to go against me in order to be a victim, Cash. Not many women do that,” he says with a chuckle. It isn’t a lie. My dad is a very sought after man. He’s the newest bachelor here in Jackson Hills and one of the wealthiest at that. That alone makes him irresistible to most woman. 

      “Fine, who is your chosen one this evening?” I ask as the door to the limo is opened and we all start to climb in. 

      “Valerie Mansfield will be in attendance tonight.”

      “Jesus,” Mac hisses under his breath.

      “Problem, Mac?” my dad asks, training his gaze on my best friend. The reason we’re such good friends is because we both loath the idea of taking the way my dad does. 

      “None at all, Mr. St. Clair.” 

      My dad nods his head before the door is closed. We wait in silence as the driver starts the car and pulls out of our driveway. 

      Me? I reach for the bottle of wine that sits in the cooler, popping the top off and drinking from the bottle. 

      “You’re eighteen, Cash.”

      “And?” I ask taking another drink.

      “And don’t overdo it. Not tonight. The Governor will be in attendance as well and I can’t have him thinking my son ended up just like his drunken mother.” The way he says it makes me cringe. He’s half the reason she ended up the way she did. I take one last drink and shove the bottle back into the cooler before leaning back in my seat. My dad sets about doing whatever it is he does on his phone while I stare out the window, Mac sitting silently next to me. One day all of this will be for nothing. At least for him anyway. 

      He doesn’t know it yet and I sure as hell won’t be the one to break it to him until the time comes. Until then I will sit back and play the part of the good son that everyone portrays me to be. 

      “I can already smell the old lady perfume,” Mac grumbles under his breath making me laugh. 

      “You have a thing for it, don’t you?”

      “Like fuck I do. The last bitch my dad brought home had to be in her sixties and smelt like moth balls and dead roses. I couldn’t get the smell out of my nose for a month.” 

      I laugh. My dad surprises me when he actually cracks a smile too. 

      “I don’t think he will be going home with any older women tonight. This event isn’t geared toward those types,” my dad decides to chime in. 

      Great. My new stepmom may be making an appearance tonight, whoever she may be. She wouldn’t be the first one and I already know she won’t be the last.
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      The whole place reeks of riches. I would know that scent better than anyone, but I never liked it. In fact, most of my life I hated it. I didn’t like the looks people would give me just because we had money. I didn’t like the way others would look down on us for having it too. There are always two sides to every story. 

      “This place makes me sick,” I mumble as my mom loops her arm through mine. 

      “I never understood why you hated having money. You didn’t want for anything, you always had it all,” she says as we walk through the massive room.

      “Maybe that’s why. I don’t like things being handed to me, you know that.” She nods her head, already well aware of that fact. 

      “Well, we have to do what we have to do, Silver.” 

      I nod as she slips her arm from mine and starts across the room. I see her target, a wealthy man in his early forties. She’ll flirt and play the part just as well as I will. My targets are the younger ones. Being that I just turned eighteen it is technically less disgusting than before my birthday. Even then, grown men would flock to me like a moth to a flame, and that thought alone sends a chill down my spine. 

      Walking over to the drink tables, I take a champagne. Underage drinking? Why, yes I do. Champagne isn’t my first choice but at these ritzy-ass events no one cares if an eighteen-year-old girl is drinking. All they care about is appearance, and I keep up a damn good one. 

      With my drink in hand, I survey the room. I’m not as fast as my mom when it comes to picking a man for the evening. I take my time, calculating my moves. I don’t want to be sloppy in my work so I make my decisions based on multiple factors. I have to find the perfect candidate. He has to be somewhat good looking if I’m going to shove my tongue down his throat. He also must possess a certain aura about him. One that screams I have money but doesn’t all out throw it in your face. Call me a picky thief. 

      Standing in the corner of the room in the darkest corner, I eye the collection of possibilities when one just happens to fall into my lap.

      “Can’t stand these things either, huh?”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “You’re hiding out in the corner eyeing the crowd like they have the plague,” he says. I giggle a little and turn to face him. Blond hair is cut and styled perfectly on top of his head while big blue eyes shine back at me. 

      “So, I’ve been caught. Large gatherings aren’t really my thing,” I tell him.

      “Mac.” He holds his hand out to me and I gladly take it. 

      “Silver.” He cocks his head to the side, those eyes shining brighter than they were moments ago. 

      “Unique. I like it. Are you new here, Silver?” The way he says my name makes me think I made the right choice for the night. He’s going to be my target. 

      “I am. I’ll be moving here soon, right before schools starts.”

      “Jackson Hills Prep?” he asks, never letting my hand fall from his. God, he made this too easy for me. 

      “That’s the one. Do you go there?”

      “Senior this year. You?”

      “Senior.”

      “What made you come here?” he asks and the bullshit story of my made-up life falls from my lips. From the cheating father that ran off with his secretary to the wounded mother who is only looking for love. I tell the story of a liar that’s worthy enough of a damn Emmy. 

      “Wow. That’s pretty shitty of your dad. Not much different than most around here. Money does strange things to people,” he adds. 

      “You don’t agree?” 

      He looks down at me, a strand of his perfectly polished hair falling over his forehead. He chuckles lightly and shakes his head making him appear even more gorgeous than he did to begin with. I’ll almost regret playing him tonight. 

      “Not really. Money is nice but it doesn’t make the world go around, although some wouldn’t agree,” he says, his face very serious. 

      “Is that so? Who wouldn’t agree?” I ask curious now to know his answer. 

      “Take a look around, sweetheart. A majority of these people thrive off their money. It’s what makes them important but there’s a rare few that don’t care either way.” I raise my eyebrows, a little shocked that he said that. The music shifts when Mac looks away. Now I almost do feel sorry for choosing him. Maybe I should weigh my options once more. Gazing around the room, people move to the dance floor, laughing and enjoying the night. I on the other hand am sick of it already. 

      “Will you excuse me,” he says. I nod and watch him walk away, heading for the dance floor. He walks up to a man I assume to be his father, shoving him back a step from the lady he’s dancing with. They share a few words before I turn and walk away. 

      I head down the first hallway I can find before pulling the small bottle from my purse. I can’t deal with this bullshit sober. That’s when I hear people laughing and talking. Taking a quick pull, I shove the small bottle back into my purse and move toward the sounds. As soon as I step outside, I see a group of kids around my age. As soon as they see me, the chatting stops, the bottles are held behind their backs, and all eyes shoot to me. I raise my hands and smile. 

      “Don’t let me stop you.” They all glance around at each other before one of the girls steps forward. 

      “Who are you?”

      “Silver,” I say offering my hand. She looks down at my hand before dragging it back to my face. 

      “We don’t know you, Sliver.”

      “It’s Silver and I don’t know you either. I just heard talking and thought I’d come say hello. I’ll be going to Jackson Hills Prep for my senior year.”

      “She’s right, we don’t know you.” I hear the man’s voice growl behind me but I don’t turn to look at him. The look on these fools’ faces says it all. He’s the ruler of their little kingdom. Instead of looking over my shoulder at him, I turn and start to walk away. Once I’m closer to the building, hands clamp down on my waist, warm breath hits my neck. 

      “Who are you?”

      “Get your hands off me,” I say softly. 

      “I don’t think so. I don’t know you but I already don’t like you. Gold diggers don’t belong at Jackson Hills Prep. If you were smart, you’d leave before school starts.” His threat has me rolling my eyes even though he can’t see me. 

      “Do you know what I don’t like? I don’t like your hands on my body that I never gave you the right to touch. I also don’t like you telling me what to do. If you were smart, you would take your hands off me before I scream,” I warn him. I don’t need to scream. I can handle myself in most situations. I’ve gone to self-defense classes over the years, I know what I’m doing. 

      The guy leans down, his lips barely touching my flesh before he whispers, “You will learn, little girl. Don’t fuck with what you don’t know.” 

      With that his hands are gone right along with his lips. Taking a deep breath, I pull the door open to find a stumbling Mac coming my way. He trips over his own feet nearly falling to the floor when I reach out and grab his arm. 

      “Hey! You okay?” 

      “Not in the least,” he slurs. I laugh and help him steady himself before he looks down at me. 

      “You’re fucking beautiful,” he says looking directly in my eyes. 

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “It was. You want a drink?” he asks before he burps, the smell of the liquor on his breath assaulting my nose. 

      “Sure. Anything is better than this, right?” 

      He chuckles and throws his arm around my shoulders, leading me down the hall. Once we’re inside another room, I help Mac over to the couch. He falls onto it, laughing his ass off. I have to fight the urge to roll my eyes at him. Drunk teens aren’t usually my style. 

      “Here,” he says pulling a bottle from the inside of his jacket. I take it and open it up, bringing it to my lips. I pull just enough into my mouth to make him believe I’m sucking down a big amount before spitting it back into the bottle. Sure it’s disgusting but it works. I pass it back, wiping at my lips as he smiles. 

      “You’re a drinker!”

      “I am. So are you.”

      “It’s what we do, Silver. What the fuck else is there to do in Jackson Hills if not drink the finest of liquors!” His statement makes me laugh a genuine laugh. 

      “Not much fun around here?” 

      “Only if you know the right people,” he says taking another long pull. 

      “Which is who?”

      “Me and my boys. You have just found the life of the goddamn party, Silver!” I smirk and walk over sitting next to him as his eyes slowly fall closed. Amateur. 

      I sit with Mac until I hear him softly snoring and then reach into his jacket pocket. Just like I suspected his wallet is fat. I pull it out, flip it open, and pull the cash free, stuffing it into the top of my dress before placing the wallet carefully back where I found it. Something about Mac just seems different. Like he isn’t one of the asshole people in this world. Maybe we could be friends at some point. Maybe not if he remembers I was here. 

      With that, I stand, run my fingers through his perfect blond hair and head for the door. My night is done and I didn’t even have to kiss, touch, or sleep with anyone. I’d say that’s a win for the night. Let’s go see how well Mom is doing.
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      I scan the room for Mac but I don’t see him anywhere. He’s probably off getting his cock sucked in one of the offices in here. The thought has occurred to me to take Ginny into one of the rooms and have her do just that but then she’ll be clingy the rest of the night, not like she already isn’t. Her arms are wrapped around me tightly as she glances around the room.

      “Did you see that new girl?” she asks sounding as stuck up as she is. 

      “Not much to see.” She snickers at my comment.

      “That’s the truth. I’m sick of Jackson Hills just allowing anyone in.” She doesn’t make any sense. Jackson Hills doesn’t let just anyone in. If they can’t afford the tuition than they don’t get in. So obviously she comes from some kind of money, I’m just not sure what kind that is. 

      “Your snobbiness is showing, Ginny,” I inform her. She huffs out a breath and looks up at me. 

      “Are you serious? Just because I don’t like certain types of people?”

      “Do tell, what type is the new girl? She seems to be fairly wealthy, especially if she’s here.” 

      “I don’t know. There’s just something about her that I don’t like,” she snarls. 

      “You don’t like anyone, Ginny.”

      “Are you telling me that you’re going to welcome her with open arms?” I hate when she does this. This act as if she’s the queen of the world. But I could crumble her world at any second if I so choose and she knows that. She’s only somebody because I let her be. 

      “I don’t plan on welcoming anyone. If they can’t handle what Jackson Hills has to offer, then that’s on them. That includes old and new students alike,” I tell her before slipping her arm from mine. I let hers drop to her side, her mouth hanging open. 

      “What does that mean?” she asks as she stomps around behind me. I ignore her and keep walking, surveying the room until I see her. The blood red dress clinging to her perfectly curvy body, her hair pulled up with a few tendrils dangling free. That’s not what gets me though. It’s when she turns her head and those big blue eyes lock with mine. There’s a past in there. A past that she hides from everyone else but she won’t be hiding it from me. 

      I casually stroll over to her, grabbing two glasses of champagne on my way from a waiter walking past. When I’m close enough, I hold out a glass to her. Her eyes move slowly from the glass to my face and back before a small smirk tugs across her face. 

      “I don’t take drinks from men I don’t know,” she says softly. 

      “I’m Cash St. Clair,” I tell her swiftly putting the two drinks into one hand so that I can extend the free one to her. She doesn’t seem impressed as she glances between my face and hand. 

      “I’m sure you are used to girls falling at your feet, Mr. St. Clair, and I really hate to be the one that do it, but I’m going to have to break your little streak.” 

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. I know your type. The type that tries to make friends with all the girls so that they fall at your feet. I’m not interested.” She smirks like she’s won the fight. Little does she know it’s only just begun. 

      “Well then, I’d hate to disappoint you, but you aren’t my type to begin with. I mean, look at yourself. I hardly doubt many men would find you all that attractive with the size of your breasts and your height. It would be like dating a little boy.” I expect her to flinch or at the least cringe away but she does neither. Instead, she laughs, reaches out, and takes the glass from my hands bringing it to her lips. 

      “I do love a good laugh, Mr. St. Clair.”

      “The joke was at your own expense.”

      “Was it? For that to be true you would have to be able to insult me, which clearly you feel you’ve done, but I don’t see it that way. Again, I know your kind. Run off back to Barbie over there and leave the rest of us alone.” 

      Fuck me. Something about the way her eyes narrow and her tone hardens makes my cock rock hard. I reach down and adjust myself, not caring that she can see just what she did. Then I run my tongue across my lips and take her in as she watches me. 

      “I love a good fight, and since you seem to love it just as much, I think we’re going to have a great senior year.” 

      “I hardly see that happening but we can hope.” With that she downs the rest of her drink, shoving the glass back into my hands and walking away from me. I smirk as I watch her go. 

      “That one’s going to give you hell,” Vinny says. Vinny is another of the elite here in Jackson Hills. 

      “Maybe. But that’s where all the fun is, right?” I smirk as I look over at him. He smiles and nods his head before taking the full glass from my hand. 

      “What do we know about her?”

      “Nothing yet. I think I heard her say her name was Silver.”

      “Like the color of my Benz?” he asks making a face. 

      “Yep.”

      “No last name?”

      “Not yet but look,” I say nodding toward the dance floor. She’s standing there with her arm around a woman that just so happens to be talking to my dad of all people.

      “Oh shit. She’s going to be your new stepsister.” Vinny laughs but I don’t. There’s no way my dad would fall for a fake and I can smell a fake a mile away. 

      “She’s a nobody.”

      “She’s here, so she’s a somebody.”

      “We’ll see. Either way she’ll be running for the hills when we get done with her.”

      I turn on my heel and stalk toward the door, tired of this event already. Pulling the bowtie loose from around my neck, I unbutton my jacket and shirt. Jogging down the steps, I pull the valet ticket free and hand it off to the attendant before leaning against the pillar. 

      “You leaving without me?” I hear Mac slur. Glancing over my shoulder, he stumbles down the steps toward me. Just as I thought, he’s drunk off his ass. 

      “I haven’t seen you all night. Where the hell did you go?”

      “I have no fucking idea, man.” 

      I chuckle and turn to look back at the rows of cars lining the front until the kid driving my Lamborghini Aventador SVJ pulls around. I may not like flashing my money around but I love my fucking cars. How many people do you know have a car that can go zero to fuck you in two seconds?

      “Fuck me.” I hear a soft whisper from behind us. Now I do turn my head to see Silver eyeing my car like it’s a piece of fucking meat. 

      “You’re drooling,” I say catching her attention. She quickly schools her features and walks the rest of the way down the stairs toward me. 

      “There’s my girl!” Mac roars. 

      “Your what?”

      “She’s my girl. We’ve been hanging out all night.”

      “You mean you’ve been sleeping all night,” Silver corrects him with a smile. 

      “I failed you,” he says with a chuckle. 

      “Are you two old friends?” I interrupt their chat annoyed by the whole conversation. 

      “Well, I just met her but she seems to be legit enough for me. We’re leaving and going to get wasted, you in?” Mac asks her. 

      Fucking dick. We may have ridden here with my dad but I had my car brought over for this very reason. I want out of here when I want out of here. I don’t like sticking around these things any longer than I have to. 

      “Two seats, Mac,” I remind him that my lambo is only a two-seater. Guess his little girlfriend is going to have to go home.

      “Oh fuck that! She can ride in my lap. Come on, Silver. You know you want to go hang out with us,” he whines.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Your friend’s right, there isn’t any room in that car.”

      “What do you know about cars?”

      “I know that’s an expensive machine that can handle the road like a goddamn dream, but I also know there isn’t any room for all of us and I don’t plan to be sitting on your lap,” she giggles. I watch the girl who seems out of place but looking at her you wouldn’t know it. She looks the part, but like Ginny said, there is something about her that doesn’t sit right with me. 

      “My lap is the best seat, just ask any of the girls.” Mac is more than drunk at this point and I can’t help but laugh at the man. He’s probably the calmest of all of us, the most playful, too. We need Mac like we need air. He’s our sounding board; he keeps us sane. 

      “Let’s go, drunken Romeo. You can chase a piece of ass later.”

      “Excuse me?” Silver snaps. 

      I turn to face her waiting for her to say something else and when she doesn’t, I move. I walk closer, climbing the few stairs between us until I’m right in her face.

      “Oh shit. He’s doing that whole dominate thing,” Mac slurs. 

      “You have a problem?”

      “I’m not a piece of ass that any man can chase.” The way her jaw locks, her teeth gritting, I like it. It’ll be easy to get under her skin. 

      “Sure looks that way to me, Silver. The way you walk, the way that dress hugs your body,” I say as I reach up and run my finger down the front of her neck and between her exposed cleavage. Her breath catches in her throat and I smirk. “Are you fucking hot already?”

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “You’re horny.”

      “You’re delusional,” she hisses and slaps my hand away. “I’m sure I could get myself off faster than you could.” 

      I cock my head to the side and stare at her, ready to see her in action. School starts soon but this should be a good start for us. 

      “Prove it.” Yeah, I like a challenge and she just fell right into my trap. 

      “Fine. When and where?” She raises her perfectly plucked eyebrow and watches me. 

      “Mac? Go ride with Vinny. Silver has something to prove to me.”
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      Turn down a dare? Not a chance in hell and add to the fact that Cash St. Clair is just like every other bully I’ve met in my life, and the decision was simple. I’ll show him up and go on my way. 

      I’m shocked when he walks down the stairs and opens the door, ushering me into his car. It’s been so long since I’ve been in a lambo that I’m almost afraid to touch the seats. The outside is jet black with red trim and the inside is decorated to match. Cash closes the door as I reach for my seatbelt, pulling it over my chest. This is stupid. I shouldn’t be doing this, but I hate those big-headed rich boys who think the world revolves around them. I watch Cash walk around and climb in, tossing his jacket onto the back of the seat before buckling up.

      “The party house is about twenty minutes from her. I can get there in ten. Long enough for you?” he asks raising an eyebrow. I don’t respond, just eye him back. Metallica’s Fade to Black blasts over the speakers shocking me a little. I didn’t picture his uptight ass as a rock fan. I turn my eyes back to the road as he takes off, proving just how fast this car can go. Each time the car shifts, my heart pumps a little faster.

      “Come on, Silver. Show me what you can do.” His words do nothing but spur me on. I slowly drag my dress up my legs, parting them as I go. Then I slip my fingers under and find myself wet. The gruff tone of Cash’s voice caused this wetness. 

      Slipping my fingers inside myself, I moan softly. Cash reaches over and turns the radio down a little and my eyes find his. 

      “I want to hear you when you come all over my seat,” he growls. I dip my fingers in deeper and faster. The faster the car goes the faster I go. Pulling my fingers free, I find my clit and rub fast hard circles until my body tenses and I come hard. I pant roughly, gasping for air as Cash slows the car down. 

      “I can fucking smell you,” he groans. I turn my head and our eyes lock, anger, hatred and something unknown settles in his gaze. 

      “Pull over,” I tell him. 

      “Thought you wanted to party?” He smirks. Cash is good looking. Okay good looking doesn’t cover it. He’s hot. Shaggy dark hair that hangs around his face, dark eyes that could break hearts but that smile? Fuck. 

      “I said, pull over. I proved my point,” I remind him. The car swerves to the right, pulling up along the curb. I reach for the door handle when Cash grabs my wrist and drags my fingers to his mouth. I watch him, keeping my face schooled so he doesn’t see how this is affecting me as he licks each one. Then he drops my hand and smirks. 

      “I’ve tasted better.” 

      With that I climb out of the car and adjust my dress and grabbing my purse. Cash wastes no time pulling off and leaving me on the side of the road. I roll my eyes and pull my phone out to see where my mom is. I didn’t hear the phone go off with a text that said she won’t be home tonight. Glad someone’s having a good time. 

      I walk. I don’t mind walking; it gives me the free time I need to clear my head. It’s always been my thing. The clean air just gives me a sense of peace. 

      I stop off at the local burger joint and grab a meal for Rod as I had promised after my nearly one-hour walk. I mentally curse myself for getting out of the car so far from home. These heels are killing my feet, and I’m thankful the apartment isn’t much farther. Once I get there, I pull my shoes off and climb the steps. Just like I knew he’d be, Rob is still in the same place I left him. 

      “Have a good night, Reece?” I nod my head and pass him his food before climbing the stairs to our apartment. Reece. The name that I haven’t heard in so long. The girl I used to be. I step into the apartment and close the door, locking it behind me before tossing my shoes to the floor. 

      “Home sweet, home,” I grumble to myself. 

      “Is it?” 

      I gasp, my head spinning around to see who is in our apartment. Then all the air leaves my lungs in a huff before I throw myself into his arms. 

      “Where have you been?” 

      “Around. Did you miss me?”

      “Of course I did! What the hell, Jesse?” Jesse. My part of my past. Jesse and I clicked a long time ago. We’re from two different worlds but in our hearts we’re the same. We met one night when we first moved here and started this transition. 

      “What? I didn’t think you’d miss me that much. You have a good night? You look sexy as fuck, Silver.” Silver. It’s not that I really changed my name; my middle name is really Silver so I suppose that does hold some meaning in this chaos I call life. 

      “It was good. Probably paid the month’s worth of rent and groceries and the bus ticket,” I tell him. He smirks at me as I sit in his lap. He reaches up and brushes some hair that fell over my shoulder and sighs. 

      “Are you really doing okay?” he asks with sincerity in his tone. 

      I look into his big green eyes, the same eyes that I’ve looked into for years and it bring me a sort of comfort. 

      “Yeah, I am. Mom isn’t coming home tonight. Stay with me?” I ask as I climb out of his lap and start pulling my dress down my arms. I hear him gasp behind me but I don’t turn to see his face. I’m comfortable with Jesse and I have no fear of him seeing me naked. 

      “You want pizza? It’s on me,” he adds. 

      “In that case, yes!” I let my dress hit the floor, the money I stole falling to the floor with a thud. It is a nice wad of cash. Jesse moves around behind me, and before I know what he’s doing he has the cash in his hand, counting it before moving to our hiding spot. Jesse would never steal from me even though his life isn’t much more glamorous than mine at the moment. I bend over to grab my sweatpants when I feel his arms wrap around me from behind. I shiver and stand up, his front pressing into my back. 

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispers before placing small kisses along my shoulder. I let my head fall back as his lips keep moving. 

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      “You want to smoke one?” I shake my head causing him to chuckle. “I take it you didn’t have to sleep with anyone tonight?” I shake my head again and Jesse takes that as his sign. He spins me around, pressing my body against the wall as his lips crash into mine. Each stroke of his tongue gets me a little hotter, a little wetter, but it’s that voice in the back of my head that is nagging me. 

      Cash’s words are like gasoline being thrown on fire. I’m just a piece of ass. To Jesse, to all those men that I take from. That’s all I’ve ever been and that’s all I ever will be. 

      Jesse’s hands come around rubbing my nipples through the fabric of my bra until they’re hard pebbles begging for his kiss. Then his hands move down my stomach, stopping between my thighs. 

      “No panties? Is that how you play the game, Silver?” I moan as his finger slips inside of me. I rock against his hand, trying to pull him deeper and deeper. 

      “Please, Jesse,” I whine needing this. Needing something that I’m not even sure of. I’m begging but for what? I just want to feel something. Anything from anyone. His hand is gone and I’m spun back toward the wall, pushed over, and made to bend. I hear the sound of the condom wrapper being torn right before I feel him thrust into me. My hands grab at the dingy walls as he plunges deeper. 

      And yet there’s still something missing. There’s still something that I’m yearning for deep down inside of me. And still, here I am bending to someone else’s will just like always.
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      “What we are proposing is well worth the time and money spent,” Timothy Douglas, one of the other elites of this town, says. Attending these meetings has become natural and required even though I don’t see myself taking over for my father one day. I don’t want his empire if this is the way they go about things. 

      “It’s time consuming and there isn’t much of a need considering the investments we’ve made over the past ten years, Timothy.” My dad, the voice of reason at times amongst these men. If there were to be an order set, my dad would be on top. No one in this room has as much money as he has and he knows it too. He throws his power around like dollars at a goddamn strip club. I glance over at Mac and Vinny, both as bored as I am with all this. 

      “We are setting our boys up to thrive, Brian!” I smirk when Vinny’s dad has the balls to get loud with my dad. 

      “Are we? Or are we creating more of a mess for them? Between us, as the elite, we have five businesses that bring in a pretty penny. Our own ventures will carry over to our children as well, so what makes you think we need to add more to that?” Dad holds the authority and they all know it. They just like to throw their money and weight around in front of each other to see who has the bigger balls. 

      “So, what happened with the hot girl?” Mac asks when he scoots closer to me. 

      “Nothing. She finger fucked herself in my car,” I tell him. He chuckles. 

      “That’s it? You didn’t get some?”

      “She isn’t my type.”

      “She has a pussy, Cash. That’s your type,” he adds. 

      “Why don’t you fuck her then? You two seemed to be best friends,” I tell him.

      “Aw, is my little Cash jealous?”

      “Do you boys mind? We’re having a meeting!”

      “One I didn’t want to attend to begin with,” I remind the room. Vinny snickers until his dad looks his way. Mac laughs - he doesn’t give a shit, and I stand here just like the stone I was carved to be. 

      “If you want to keep playing with your little cars, you will shut your mouth!” My dad can be a man of many words as well as a man of few, but when you get on his bad side - much like I’m doing right now - he can really lose his shit. Maybe that’s why I do it. I want to get some kind of reaction out of him even if it isn’t positive. His eyes burn into me and all I can do is nod my head. 

      “Pussy,” Mac fake coughs and says. I shove him away from me, cross my arms over my chest and glare at the rest of the room. The sooner this shit is over, the faster I can get the hell away from here.

      I zone out, getting lost in my own head while the meeting keeps going. I pick up a few things here and there but for the most part, I ignore them all. I don’t care about starting up new companies or what the old ones are doing. The stock markets mean nothing to me either. Their life isn’t the life I picture for myself. Is it nice to have money? Fuck yes it is, but there has to be more to life than that. 

      “Hey, snap out of it.” Vinny’s voice pulls me back to reality. Everyone is standing and walking out of the room as I follow. I don’t make it far when my dad grabs me, slamming me against the wall. His face is inches from mine, the stale liquor on his breath permeating my nose. 

      “I won’t remind you many more times about your lack of respect, especially in front of all the elites,” he growls in my face. I don’t back down; I don’t smile or even acknowledge him. I stand here, toe to toe with my dad ready for whatever it is he wants to do. That’s when his fist moves back and slams into my eye. He releases me quickly, knowing that he’s setting the standards for the others, showing them who’s the boss and why. He quickly turns and walks away from me. I take his hits like a good soldier because in reality that’s exactly what he’s made me into. 

      “Fuck, Cash.” I glance over at Vinny for a brief second before shoving off the wall and heading for the steps. Fuck the elevators, I need the exercise. 

      I jog down the six flights of steps and step out into the lobby with the guys right behind me. My fists itch to hit something, anything. My dad? Oh his time will come but that time isn’t now. 

      “You want to go grab food?” Mac asks as we step out onto the sidewalk. 

      “I need to let off some steam,” I tell him. 

      “The park it is.” He slaps a hand on my shoulder and leads the way as we walk down the road. Some days I just need to be outside in the clear air, letting it all blow through me and clear my head. Today being one of those. The guys know when I need this and they usually don’t give me any shit about it. 

      The park comes into view and Mac pulls a joint from his pocket, lighting it up. He takes a few tokes then passes it to me. I inhale, sucking all that sweet stuff into my lungs before blowing the smoke through my nose. 

      “What’s up with the back to school bash?” I ask looking at Vinny. 

      “It’s still a go. Ginny is hosting this year and her parents are out of town. We’ll have the whole house for the night. Anyone you don’t want there?” A few names come to mind but I shrug them off and shake my head. 

      “Not that I can think of,” I tell him. 

      “New girl?”

      “What new girl?”

      “My new girl. Silver. Met her at the event the other night. She might be a fun one,” Mac says putting his two cents in. I roll my shoulders feeling my muscles loosen as I do. 

      “What do you think, Cash?”

      “I think it’s fine. She might be a fun new toy for Ginny anyway. She’s getting bored with Tracy.” Vinny chuckles as he glances around the park. There’s not many people here at this time of night. In the darkness is where the monsters breed and that’s exactly what we are. We’re monsters of our fathers’ making. We do their bidding and get shit on in return. One day that will all end. One day we will take over the empire and show them who the fuck we truly are. 

      “You need to ice that eye,” Mac tells me. I flip him off, roll my shoulders and take off jogging. I need the sweat, the ache in my limbs. I need the outlet. I hear the guys behind me but neither of them get close enough for me to see. That’s the way we work. We all know when to leave the other alone. It’s an unspoken agreement between the three of us. 

      I keep going until I sweat drips down my temples and it’s only then do I realize that we’re almost home. That’s when I stop and start walking, trying to catch my breath. 

      “You wanna hang out at the house?” Vinny asks. I don’t know why; his dad hates me about as much as I hate him. I shake my head but he already knew that was coming.

      “I’m going to hit the shower and go to bed. I’m over this bullshit tonight,” I tell them. Vinny and I fist bump before he heads on his way but Mac follows me up my driveway.

      “You really going to bed?” 

      “Yeah, why?”

      “I don’t want to go home yet,” he adds.

      “You can stay.” I glance over as he nods his head and walks next to me up to the house. Some days I wonder just how bad Mac has it at home. Others I don’t care. We’re all fucked up in some way and we all know it. Our families are far from normal, same are our lives. 

      One day things will settle down.
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      “I look ridiculous,” I whine as I look at myself in the dingy mirror. Red lipstick, black eyeliner, and this god awful uniform. Baby blue button-down shirt with a plaid skirt that makes me look shorter than I actually am. I look completely idiotic. 

      “It’s not that bad. You can wear whatever shoes you want. That’s a plus,” mom says checking me out. 

      “Have you looked at this skirt?”

      “It’s not much different than the old one.” The old one that I refused to wear. The old one that got me kicked out of the last Prep school I was supposed to attend. The same one that got me into the public school that I wanted to be in. 

      “God, I hate this.” 

      Mom grabs my shoulders, spinning me to face her. 

      “I know you do and if there was another way believe me I would do it, but we’ve gone over everything, Silver. We’re looked at every angle,” she says seriously. 

      “I know, Mom. It’s fine, I’m just being a brat,” I giggle. 

      “No, you’re being Reece. You’re being you and there is no fault in that. We can call this off. We can go back to-” 

      “Not happening. He stole from us! He took everything and he is not going to get away with that.” Her lips curl into a smile that I’ve missed for so long. 

      “I hate making you do this.”

      “You aren’t making me. He stole our lives, Mom. He isn’t getting away with that,” I remind her once more. She pulls me into a hug, holding me a little longer than normal and I let her. She needs this as much as I do. 

      “I just hate it some days. This isn’t our lives, Reece.”

      “It is for now and that’s only temporary. We got this, Mom.” She pulls back, smiling, wiping a tear from her eye. 

      The funny thing about this is they won’t see us coming. We stole, we begged, and we did what we had to do to make the money we needed. Mom even dated a plastic surgeon for a while to get all the changes we needed done. Some days I hate this new me. Other’s I think she’s a second chance. A new face means a new world but that same little Reece still lingers inside of me. The same urge to let my dark hair grow back, put my piercings back in place and the black jeans I always wore still call out to me. 

      “You ready?” Mom asks when I go silent for a second. I nod my head, grab my bag, and toss it over my shoulder before heading toward the door. No one knows we don’t live in the school district, not with all the strings we’ve pulled and surely not with the money we’ve had to spend. All that work to pay off one asshole just doesn’t seem worth it but in the end it will be. 

      “Have a good day at school, Reece!” Rod calls out as I walk past him. 

      “Be good and don’t cause any trouble,” I tell him with a smirk. He chuckles before coughing and shaking his head. I step out onto the sidewalk and take a deep breath, steadying myself for what I’m about to endure for the greater good as I head toward the bus stop. 

      Right on time, the bus pulls up and I climb aboard ready to get this shit going. One more year. That’s all I have left in school. Graduating has been set on the backburner since that asshole stole from us although I’ve kept up with my studies through all of this. I can’t believe that it’s taken us this long to get here. To get into his school, into his space. A thrill runs down my spine causing me to shiver as I watch the world through the window change from the ghetto to the high class million-dollar houses. When we’re close enough to the house I’m supposed to be at, I climb off and take a look around. When the bus pulls away, I stroll across the street and up the driveway greeted by the man’s son. 

      “Silver,” he says giving me a slight nod. 

      “Beck.”

      “Beckett. I’m Beckett to you.”

      “Are you?” I ask raising my eyebrow. He rolls his eyes and moves toward his car, opening the passenger door for me. I walk over adding a little extra sway in my step and climb in. Beck grumbles something under his breath before slamming the door and walking around to get in. 

      “You know, you’re pretty fucking hot like this, Silver.”

      “And your dad is a fucking pig, Beck. Let’s not forget why I’m here.” Yeah, I purposely call him Beck again.

      “Why are you here? What’s the point of going to Jackson Hills Prep?” I knew the questions would come and I didn’t really feel like answering them but it seems I’m going to have to anyway. 

      “College, Beck. I want into a good one and I need this place to do that,” I tell him the same rehearsed lines that I’ve told everyone. He starts the car and pulls out of the driveway and onto the road before he speaks again. 

      “It’s not just about that. You and your mom wouldn’t be threatening my dad if it was for college. I’m not that stupid, Silver.”

      “And yet you live with a man that likes little girls. Doesn’t seem like the smartest person to me,” I snap. 

      “That’s not fair! You know why I’m still there.” I sigh. Beck isn’t all that bad. I mean, yeah he’s a stuck up snob who only cares about money and appearances but he isn’t happy with the way his life is going either. 

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      “You really do look sexy as fuck in that skirt, Silver. I think I can play your boyfriend just fine.” Before he can go any further, I turn to face him and glare. 

      “First of all, there is no grabbing on me in front of people. If you even try to kiss me I will bite your fucking tongue off. Are we clear?” He laughs, making his eyes twinkle. 

      “Silver, come on. How are we going to make this look real if you’re always being a bitch?”

      “A bitch? You haven’t seen a bitch yet, Beck. I mean it.” He chuckles again as he turns into a driveway. Large metal gates are spread open and a huge sign saying welcome to Jackson Hills Prep hangs overhead. 

      “Jesus. What am I doing?” I whisper under my breath. Beck reaches over giving me a calming squeeze on my hand before driving through the gates. 

      “It’s not as bad as it seems. I’ll be here if you need me even though I’m being blackmailed into doing it.” His words piss me off but I suppose he is being used as a bargaining chip. It wasn’t the best plan that me and my mom ever had but it seems like the smartest. 

      “Gee, way to make a girl feel special, Beck. Don’t do me any favors, I don’t want them.” He laughs once more as we pull into the parking lot. People wander around, talking and laughing. Some are kissing and making out but it’s him that catches my eye. That asshole. Standing there as smug as ever. I never met him before we set our plan into action, and to be honest, I don’t think we’re missing much. 

      “Stop eyeing, St. Clair. You’re mine, remember?” Beck’s little growl is cute and all but he better remember his place. 

      He pulls into a parking spot and shuts the car off, climbing out. He walks around and opens my door, offering his hand to help me out. I almost slap it away when I notice people watching the scene unfold. Holding in the huff, I reach for his hand and allow him to help me out. Beck reaches in and grabs both of our bags, handing me mine. I sling it over my shoulder as Beck drapes his arm around my shoulders and walks us toward the building. I’ve been here once before to get my class schedule and my uniforms. 

      “Everyone is staring,” I whisper. 

      “Is little Silver Daniels afraid of some prep schoolers?”

      “Fuck off, Beck.” I start to shove away from him when Cash comes strolling over. 

      “I didn’t know you knew the stray, Beck.” My body burns to take his head off but I know I can’t do that even though the tiny switchblade I own is tucked into my waistband. 

      “She isn’t a stray. She’s my girlfriend,” Beck says in a tone that actually makes me believe it. 

      “Girlfriend? Then why was it she was coming all over my seat a few weeks back?” My cheeks heat as Beck tightens his arm around me. 

      “Lack of better judgement. Stay away from her, Cash,” Beck growls. Damn he is making this seem real. His hand tightens on my shoulder as he moves and drags me along with him. I’ve hung out with Beck a few times just to get used to him and for the most part he was okay. 

      “What’s with him?” I ask once we’re inside, eyes from all around burning holes through us. 

      “He’s a prick. Not one you want to get mixed up with. His dad is one of the elite assholes in this town right along with those two over there,” he says nodding toward two more guys. 

      “Oh, shit,” I hiss. Just as I’m about to look away, Mac looks up, our eyes locking. His lips curl into a smile as he shoves off the wall and comes toward us.

      “Please tell me you didn’t fuck that one too?” I snort at Beck’s choice of words just as Mac steps into our space. 

      “Silver. I’ve missed you,” Mac coos as he wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me out of Beck’s grasp. He leans down, pressing his lips against my ear and whispers, “And my money.” He slowly releases me as I keep myself calm. Shit, he remembers. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say stepping back into Beck’s side. Mac moves his gaze between the two of us before taking a step closer to us. 

      “Is that right? It would be a shame to have to start out the new year without the star basketball and football player, wouldn’t it, Beck?” That’s when I move. I step in between the two of them, shoving Mac but he doesn’t move. The asshole is built like Beck, a brick wall. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about but threatening my boyfriend isn’t your smartest move,” I hiss each word as he stares me down. 

      “Boyfriend, huh? Does Cash know about your little boyfriend?”

      “Oh, I know all about him. I didn’t realize you had a girlfriend, Beck. What gutter did you save her from?” I can feel Beck tense next to me and I hate that this is drawing so much attention to him. 

      “You wouldn’t know something sexy if it climbed in your lap, Cash,” Beck snarls before dragging me around in front of him and kissing me like a man possessed. His tongue strokes mine, a groan slipping from his lips as he devours my mouth. His kiss isn’t bad. It’s almost…perfect but there’s no fire behind it. When he finally pulls away, I stare up at him like he’s lost his mind but he just smiles back at me. Maybe there’s something different about Beck after all. 

      “Get your ass to class, Silver.” With that he steps away and leaves me standing here confused and hot.
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      I’ve watched her all day. The way she walks the halls with a smile on her face. She plays her part, whatever that is, well. Now I watch her as she sways those curvy hips into my dad’s office and it pisses me off. The sick smile on his face as he looks down at her, the way he licks his lips. 

      “What the hell is that?” Mac asks when he steps up next to where I stand with my arms crossed over my chest. 

      “Don’t know,” I bite out. 

      “That look on his face didn’t look so good,” Vinny adds. I swallow hard knowing that all too well. I’ve seen how he looks at girls that he wants something from. My father isn’t a saint, much like me. He’s a bastard that will use what he has to get what he wants. 

      “Won’t be the first senior he’s fucked,” I snap before shoving off the wall and walking toward his office. The guys follow along behind me as I stand as close as possible. I can’t hear anything and that alone pisses me off a little more. Just as I’m about to grab the knob and throw the door open, Ginny walks up. 

      “What are you doing? Spying?” Her perfectly painted red lips would look really good wrapped around my cock right now. So that’s what I do. I grab her wrist and tug her into the closest bathroom, shoving her to her knees while the guys chuckle. 

      “Get to it,” I tell her. She looks up at me with a little shock in her eyes. This is bullshit. It’s all bullshit. That new girl has my nuts in a bind and I can’t figure out why. When Ginny doesn’t move, I move for her. I pull my cock from my jeans and slap her lips with it. The little moan I get tells me she wants it. So I thrust it into her mouth. Ginny sucks and I groan. Her hand comes up to grab the base as she slips and slides her lips up and down. I cup the back of her head and guide her when the door opens. Silver steps in, her eyes moving from mine to Ginny on her knees and back. At first I think that she’s pissed but then a smirk curls her lips as she pulls her phone free and snaps a quick pic. I let out a growl as I pull my cock from Ginny’s mouth and stuff it back into my jeans. Silver turns and leaves the bathroom with me rushing behind her. 

      “You might want to delete that,” I growl. Silver spins around, her long blonde hair tumbling over her shoulder. 

      “I might? I don’t think so. I think I’ll hold onto it,” she says sweetly keeping her eyes on mine. The slight pout of her lips makes my cock jump. She noticed it too. Bitch. 

      “What do you plan on doing with that?” I ask as I step closer to her. Silver doesn’t back down or cower like most girls would. No, she stands there with her head held high, a smile on her face. 

      “I’m not sure yet. Does daddy know you get sucked off in the bathrooms of his school?” There’s something I don’t need. In seconds, I move in on her and wrap my hand around her neck, slamming her against the wall. 

      “Does Beck know you’re a voyeur?”

      “He doesn’t care if I look as long as I don’t touch.” Her minty breath dances over my lips and the thought of sucking them into my mouth just to piss Beck off is almost too much to take. 

      “Is that right? What about if I’m the one doing the touching?” I challenge her. Her eyes are on fire and I like it. I want her to snap and then maybe I can figure out what it is she’s hiding because she is hiding something. 

      “Then I’ll cut your fucking hand off,” she growls. I hear a door open and then my dad speaks. 

      “What’s going on here?” I quickly release her neck and step back as she smirks up at me. 

      “I was just meeting the new girl,” I tell him as I slip my hands into my pockets. 

      “Is that right? Silver?” I watch the little trickster turn her head keeping the perfect smile on her face as she looks up at my dad. 

      “He was just introducing himself. He seems to have a slight issue with personal space.” My dad makes a humming sound in his throat as I step back a little farther. He walks closer, resting his hand on my shoulder.

      “Aren’t you late for class?” Just then the bathroom door opens and Ginny walks out. She looks between all of us before hurrying down the hall. 

      “I am. I should get going.” My eyes jerk back to Silver’s before turning and heading down the hall. But I can still hear them and the way he talks to her makes me fucking cringe. 

      “I’m sorry about that, Silver. I hope you don’t think badly of both the St. Clair men for how my son was behaving.” 

      “Of course not! You can only raise them so much, right?” she purrs. 

      “Exactly,” he chuckles. “Come now, I’ll show you to your class.” 

      Ignoring the rage that simmers inside of me for some reason, I walk into class and drop into the seat next to Mac. The teacher doesn’t even make a sound or say two words to me about being late even on the first day. Nothing new there. Being the son of the fucking principal does have its perks. 

      “Where have you been?” Mac asks as I pull my books out and drop them onto the desk in front of me. I get a few glances but for the most part everyone ignores me. 

      “Having a nice chat with dear old dad,” I tell him. 

      “You get in trouble already?”

      “No. That fucking new girl is causing trouble already.” Mac chuckles. 

      “Come on, she’s barely five foot three. You can handle her.”

      “Never said I couldn’t,” I respond. 

      “So are we having fun with the new girl?” I glance over at him and nod my head, watching the way his eyes light up before turning to look ahead. I jot down some of the notes that the teacher writes on the board but I mostly zone out. 

      I find myself wondering why she was in my dad’s office and why she looked so happy coming out. I wouldn’t put it past him to fuck her. He’s done it before and as long as she’s eighteen, he will use her future against her. That’s the part that pisses me off. The way he can use a girl like that and then threaten her to keep quiet. I suppose I’m not much different but at least I don’t fuck them first. 

      “Hey, class is over, man.” I look up when I hear Mac speak, noting the goofy grin on his face. Nodding my head, I shove all my shit back into the bag and stand, flinging it over my shoulder. 

      Mac and I make our way through the hall to our next class when I spot Silver. 

      “Oh look who it is,” Mac chuckles. I follow her in, suffocating her with my presence as she heads for the back of the room.

      “Where do I know you from?” I whisper over her shoulder.

      “Not from your bed that’s for sure.”

      “Funny. I can smell a player, Silver, and you are a player. I remember those eyes,” I whisper softly once more. Silver pulls away from me and sits in the chair ignoring my words. 

      “A lot of people have blue eyes, Cash. Sorry to be the one to break simple science down for you,” she sneers. Just as I’m about to move, Beck comes barreling through. 

      “What’s going on here?” he asks looking between me and Silver. She just beams up at him like he’s the best thing in the world and that pisses me off for some reason. 

      “Just asking your little girlfriend some questions. She doesn’t seem to want to answer them,” I tell him. 

      “What questions?” 

      “He can’t seem to figure out that I’m not the only girl in the world with blue eyes. It’s sad really,” Silver giggles. She’s a bitch. 

      “Please take a seat!” the teacher calls out as I eye her. Beck moves, taking the seat to her left but I move to take a seat behind her. I stare at the back of her head as the teacher talks but there’s something about this girl that I can’t get out of my head. Somehow I feel like I know her or knew her in the past. Shaking the thoughts away, I reach up and tug at the end of her hair causing her to look over her shoulder. Those blue eyes glitter with mischief and I know I’m in for one hell of a fight with this one. One I’m ready for. 

      I finger her long blonde hair through most of class watching the tick in Beck’s jaw as I do. I like knowing that I can piss him off and get him riled up over her. It also makes me wonder just how much he knows about her. Where did she come from? Why haven’t I seen her around all summer? 

      “Cash, care to tell the class what you’re daydreaming about back there?” The teacher, Miss Smith asks. Bitch. She knows I wasn’t listening to a word she said. 

      “I was thinking that the new girl looks pretty damn sexy in these school uniforms.” I don’t know who moves faster, her or Beck. They both fly out of their seats coming at me full force. Mac leaps out of his chair blocking their path as I slowly rise from my seat. 

      “You are sick!” Silver hisses causing me to laugh a little more than I already was.

      “You have no business talking to her like that, St. Clair!” This came from Beck. I almost roll my eyes at that one.

      “Class! Settle down! Cash, apologize to Silver.”

      “I’m sorry, Silver. That you look almost fucking edible in that boyish kind of way.” Beck moves before I can even see him, slamming his fist into my face.
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      “Well, fighting on the first day of school wasn’t the ultimate plan,” I say as I drop my book bag onto the table at Beck’s house leaving him sitting at the table while I go in search of ice. When I come back he’s in the same spot, an angry glare on his face. 

      “You shouldn’t have gotten in the middle of it,” he adds as I press the bag of ice to his cheek. Him and Cash threw a few good punches that made me laugh but not when I got a look at Beck’s face. I hate that he got hurt because of me but Cash seems to have it out for me. 

      “He was talking shit about me in case you forgot.”

      “And I’m your boyfriend, Silver! I can handle it.”

      “Let’s get this straight, Beckett. You are my fake boyfriend, not real so back the fuck off!” Before I have the chance to rethink my words, Beck is out of his chair and grabbing my face in his hands. His lips are on mine, licking and sucking. I want to push him away but I don’t. I let him kiss me. Why? I don’t know. I shouldn’t let him but god does he taste good. Beck’s hand slowly slips around to the back of my neck, keeping me held in place against him. His tongue toys with mine, urging me to kiss him back with equal enthusiasm. And I do. I kiss him back until we’re both breathless. Then I step back, placing my hand on his chest to keep some kind of space between us feeling his heart beating erratically inside of him. 

      “I need to go.” 

      “Stay,” he whispers huskily. I swallow hard but shake my head before moving to grab my bag. 

      “I can’t. I need to go.”

      “At least let me drive you home,” he says. I know that tone of voice. The defeated one. 

      “You know this is all for show, right?” Beck runs his hand through his hair and nods his head but I don’t know how much of that I believe. So I toss my bag over my shoulder and walk up to him, pressing a kiss to his cheek before whispering, “Thanks for standing up for me. No one has ever done that before.” I can feel his body tense as I turn and walk out the front door. 

      Taking a deep breath, I sigh and walk down the driveway to the sidewalk. My walk is cut short when I hear the revving of an engine behind me. I try to ignore it and keep walking when I realize whoever it is wants me to know they’re back there. So I stop walking and give them what they want. I turn around and see Mac smiling at me in a wicked way and his friend Vinny, scowling at me in the seat next to him. Annoyed with this show of…whatever this is, I throw my hands out at my sides. 

      “What do you want?” I ask loudly but all he does is rev the car a little more. Rolling my eyes, I turn and start walking again. I don’t have time for their bullshit. Just when I think they’re going away and leaving me alone, tires squeal on the pavement.

      Before I have the chance to turn around, hands are covering my mouth and wrapping around my waist. I try to scream, biting the hand that covers my mouth yet it doesn’t move. I’m lifted as if I weigh nothing and shoved into the backseat of a car. Something is wrapped around my eyes, my arms bound behind my back. Then the hand over my mouth is moved and I scream. 

      “Are you fucking insane?” Laughter is all that greets me. “If you wanted playtime, Mac, all you had to do was ask.”

      “Is that all it takes to get a taste?” Cash. That’s fucking Cash’s voice so close to my ear. Then I feel it. Hands slip around my waist, pulling my shirt from where it’s tucked into my skirt. His warm flesh touches my stomach and I have to hold back a gasp. 

      “What kind of game are you playing?” I ask keeping myself calm. I knew this was coming. I knew I could possibly get into trouble with some of the kids at this school but I didn’t expect it to be our mark’s son. That changes nothing. I’m still going to do what we set out to do. 

      “All kinds of games. What do you think Beck will do if he finds out I was touching what’s his?” His breath licks across my neck and a shiver runs down my spine. Cash caught it. He felt it. 

      “He would beat your ass if I told him,” I hiss. 

      “If you told him? Are you not going to tell him?” His lips touch my skin and my body overheats. His fingers slip over my stomach causing it to tremble. 

      “It’s his senior year. I wouldn’t ruin his chances to graduate on time over someone like you,” I tell him. 

      “Is that right? Are you the good little girlfriend?”

      “Are you a good little daddy’s boy?” The words come out with a bite. I saw the way his dad grabbed his shoulder at the school. I saw the way he looked at him. And I can feel the way Cash is tensing up right now. There’s more to those two than I know and he just gave me all the ammo I needed to work with. 

      Cash’s hand pulls out from under my shirt and slowly wraps around my throat. He starts to squeeze, keeping his lips close by. 

      “Don’t fuck with what you don’t know,” he growls in my ear. 

      “I should say the same to you. I don’t know how much daddy would like it if he knew you were grabbing on my throat the way you are,” I remind him. His dad’s as disgusting as Beck’s dad except he will only use girls that are of age. Either way, that works to our advantage. Things are going to escalate faster than I realized and I think that’s a good thing. The faster we deal with this, the faster we can get out of here. 

      Cash’s hand tightens to the point it’s hard to suck air into my lungs and I can feel the bruises already forming on my neck. Not the first bruises I’ve ever had and they sure as hell won’t be the last. 

      “You think you’ve got him all figured out, don’t you? He will fuck any little girl that shakes her ass in front of his face, Silver. You. Are. Not. Special.” 

      Those words hurt and not for the reason he thinks. They hurt because he’s right. I’m no one special. I never have been to anyone but my mom and there are days I even question her motives. How many parents would force their fifteen-year-old to have multiple plastic surgeries over two years to change her appearance? Who would force their daughter into positions like this for money? My mom. That’s who. And some days I don’t care. Some days I want it just as much as she does because that’s the life that I’ve grown accustomed to. I have to steal to live. I have to change who I am to fit the mold that other’s see me as. And there are times, like right now that I hate it. I hate that I can’t defend myself because that would be giving away too much. 

      “Let me go, Cash,” I nearly beg. It almost sounded like begging. Fuck! I can’t beg a man like Cash!

      “You want out? Is that what you want, Silver?” I nod my head unable to speak as his hand is still wrapped tightly around my throat and I don’t want him to hear just how desperate I am for him to let me out of this car. Tears bite the back of my eyes and I try my hardest to hold them back. Just wait until you get out the car, Silver. 

      “Pull over!” The tires squeal once more and in seconds the door is popped open and I’m shoved out of the car. I hit the sidewalk hard, my head banging off the concrete. My vision blurs but I can hear Mac still talking. 

      “Oh come on, Cash! That was fucked up even for you!” 

      I start to sit up and shake my head when I hear the tires on the pavement once more. Then I hear someone calling my name. 

      “Reece? Oh shit!” Hands are on me, pulling up to a sitting position. I blink a few times trying to get my eyes to focus. 

      “I’m fine,” I say softly. 

      “What was that? Who were they? I got worried when you didn’t get off the bus,” Rod says helping me to my feet. 

      “I’m fine, Rod. Promise.”

      “Your head’s bleeding. Come on,” he says looping my arm through his leading me toward the apartment. At least they dropped me off close to home. Idiots. 

      “They thought they were dumping me into the bad part of town.” The laughter escapes me before I can rethink it. Rod chuckles but keeps walking until I’m standing in front of our place. 

      “You sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m fine. Thanks for helping me.” I pull the keys from my book bag and shove the key into the lock, letting myself in. Turning to Rob, I give him one last smile before he pulls the door closed for me. 

      That’s when I lose it. I scream, tugging at my hair before throwing my bag across the room. 

      “Don’t let them break you, Silver! They can’t break you! Just bend, that’s all you have to do. Just bend, not break.”
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      “Again,” Vinny yells as I bring my gloved hands up to my face. Vinny holds the pads and begin to punch again. Right. Right, left. Right, left, uppercut. I train hard. I always have. This is how I keep in shape. 

      This keeps going for at least an hour until we’re both out of breath and tired. Sweat drips down my temples as I watch Ginny on one of the treadmills. Her ass doesn’t jiggle like some girls do. No, Ginny has to be pure perfection or she isn’t happy. Perfection to me isn’t about that. Perfection is when you’re happy with yourself, not giving a shit what those around you think about you. 

      “You calling it quits for today?” Vinny asks as he pulls the pads off his hands and tosses them aside. 

      “Yeah. Need to get ready for the party anyway. I have to stop by and collect from Gregory for my dad too,” I tell him as I wipe my face on a towel. 

      “I can’t stand that man.”

      “Me either but it’s fun to fuck with him.”

      “That’s true. Fine, I’ll ride with you then,” he adds with a laugh. I figured he would. 

      We both jump out of the ring and walk over to the cooler grabbing a water. I uncap it and take a long drink when my eyes catch on her. When the hell did she come in here? I lower my arm and nudge Vinny, nodding toward Silver. 

      “Oh, shit. I didn’t peg her as a gym rat.”

      “Me either. Go have some fun. I’m hitting the shower,” I tell him. He chuckles and walks toward her as I turn and head for the showers. Except when I get there, I stop. I want to see her reaction to Vinny. So instead of heading straight in, I lean against the wall with my arms crossed over my chest and watch him torment her. I see her roll her eyes clearly not impressed by whatever it is he just said. But that’s not really what intrigues me. It’s the fact that she’s standing near the gloves and not on a treadmill like most of the girls are. That’s when I see another man approach them. 

      “Well, shit,” I mumble to myself as I watch the scene unfold. The man shakes hands with Vinny before Vin looks over his shoulder, his eyes finding mine. He gives me a strange shrug before he turns back to them. That’s when I see the man hand Silver a pair of gloves and motion to the ring. She walks over in her little shorts that cling to her ass in all the right ways and a little tank top that hugs her small chest and climbs in. She rolls her head around her shoulders loosening herself up when the man climbs in. 

      I find myself intrigued. I’ve never met a girl in our league that would step foot into a ring, let alone prepared to fight. That’s just one more reason I don’t trust that girl. 

      “You seeing this shit?” Vinny asks when he comes to stand next to me. 

      “Yeah, I’m seeing it.” The man climbs in and talks to her for a second and I watch as she nods her head and smiles. Then they start sparring. She throws small punches at first, testing her strength and reach. Then she goes in and I step closer. Her body moves perfectly as she dances around the ring with him. 

      After a little while, he jumps out of the ring and jogs toward the front desk and she stands there looking bored. I smirk, grab a pair of gloves, and climb in the ring. 

      “What the hell are you doing?” she hisses when she sees me. 

      “What’s it look like? You need a sparring partner and here I am.”

      “I have a partner,” she snaps. 

      “And he isn’t in here. You scared, Silver?” 

      That was enough to get her moving. She reaches out her hand and we touch gloves. Silver’s light on her feet, not giving much away as she moves around the ring. She’s done this for a while, that much I know. 

      “Watch his right hand, Silver!” The man I assume to be her trainer says. Silver nods and I throw a small punch. She reaches up and blocks it. We bounce around the ring when she throws one of her own. The hit isn’t hard but she landed it. 

      “There you go. Keep your guard up,” he calls out again. Silver moves, her hand blocking her face like she should be but that leaves her body open. That’s where I aim. I throw a body shot that knocks the wind out of her but she quickly recovers. 

      “Bend, Silver. You need to bend lower!” Something flickers in her eyes when he says that and I can see a tear clinging to her lashes. I cock my head to the side. That was a mistake. Silver moves in, swinging at me like her life depends on it. Each huff of air that leaves her is another punch she lands. She unleashes her fury on me and I let her. 

      “Slow those punches Silver! You’re going to throw your shoulder!” the guy calls out to her but she’s gone. She punches and growls until I’ve had enough. I swipe my leg out, taking her to the mat with a thud and quickly climb onto her thighs. 

      “Don’t you listen?” I ask her. 

      “Get off me, Cash!” 

      “You’re a feisty little shit, aren’t you?” I ask in an amused tone. 

      “Get off me,” she repeats, throwing hands at my face once more. I reach up and easily pin them to the mat above her head. Our faces are close like this, too close. Sweat drips off my temples falling onto her heated skin. 

      “What made you snap?” I whisper my lips close to hers. I want to see her break. I want to hold her in my hands while she’s crumbling. 

      “Maybe I’m just tired of seeing your face,” she hisses. 

      “Well if that’s the case, get use to breaking for me, Silver.”

      “I’ll never break for any man.” 

      With that she rotates her hips, pressing her pelvis against me, and I groan feeling her there. That is until she flips me off her and stands to her feet. She’s a little fighter. I like it. 

      “You did good but you need to watch when you explode, Silver. You’re really going to throw your shoulder when you become that explosive.” I listen as the man talks to her, pulling the gloves off her hands. She nods her head and listens but I have a good feeling she doesn’t let those words stick around. She’s too hotheaded for that. 

      I pull my gloves off and jump out of the ring, heading for the showers like I had originally planned when Vinny stalks up next to me. 

      “She’s not bad,” he says as we walk into the locker room. 

      “No, not really. You don’t find that weird?” I ask looking over at him. 

      “What do you mean?”

      “A girl like her who can fight. I mean, how many uppity bitches at our school do you see doing that shit?”

      “Most are concerned with their hair and nails,” he chuckles. 

      “Exactly my point. So why her?”

      “Maybe she’s a lesbian.” He shrugs. 

      “You’re sick.”

      “You know you thought it too!”

      “She has a boyfriend,” I remind him. He laughs as he opens his locker and pulls his clothes out. 

      “Yeah, well. Why do you have a hard-on for this girl anyway?” I pull my own clothes out and think about that question. I don’t usually give a shit about the new girls. They come and they go but none of them were like her. 

      “I don’t know, Vin. She’s different and that pisses me off somehow. Like she’s hiding something more.”

      “Have you checked into her? Her name and shit?”

      “You think I’m that slow?” I raise an eyebrow and nearly laugh. I check into every new person that steps foot into my dad’s school. Hell, my dad checks into them, too. We know who people are. 

      “Just asking, man.”

      “From what we can find, her dad died and was loaded. That’s where the money comes from.”

      “And you don’t believe that?” he asks as we walk toward the showers. I set my stuff down on the bench and reach in to turn it on it. 

      “It’s too clean,” I admit. 

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re too clean. There’s no information on any businesses her dad might have owned, no tracking on the money. It’s just too clean for me.”

      “What does your dad say?” 

      I pull my shorts down and kick them to the side before climbing into the shower. The warm water hits me and sigh. 

      “He doesn’t say shit because he’s too busy trying to sink his cock in her mom’s ass.” Vinny chuckles but I don’t. It’s a little unnerving knowing that my dad would take advantage of a teenager. He has no shame.
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      My hair is curled to perfection, my glossy lips shining back at me in the dingy mirror. 

      “God, your hair is so easy to work with,” my mom coos as she pins hers up on the top of her head. 

      “The one good thing about it,” I tell her. She doesn’t smile this time, because lately my attitude has shifted. My mind has gone in a different direction that it typically does. I’m not concerned about the money that we lost. My world is beginning to revolve around how to make Cash St. Clair’s life a living hell. Something about him rubs me wrong. He’s so into himself, thinking he’s better than everyone else, and even though he may be the king at the school, I want to snap his little crown into a million pieces. 

      “If you don’t want to go, just tell me, Silver.” As if she’d care. She’d then remind me of the money she spent and all the time she had to spend with that old ass doctor to get me the surgeries we needed to do this job in the first place. 

      “We’re going. How am I getting in to the casino anyway? I’m not twenty-one.”

      “Brian assured me there wasn’t an issue with getting you in.” Brian, the owner of Jackson Hills Prep. Well, actually he probably owns a majority of Jackson Hills in general. 

      “His son’s a shithead,” I tell her. She laughs and nudges me with her elbow as she applies her dark eyeshadow. 

      “He can’t be that bad,” she says. 

      “Oh, he is. I’m finding I like making his life hell though.” Mom laughs again and it hits me in the chest. She doesn’t laugh often and I realize that I miss that about her. 

      “Is he cute?”

      “He’s hot as fuck, Mom. He basically looks like a younger version of Brian.”

      “Are you serious?” she asks glancing over at me. I nod my head and watch as she raises her eyebrows.

      “So we play them both,” she says shrugging. 

      The thought had occurred to me to do that but Cash isn’t an easy one to get along with. In fact, he’s a bully. A pain in my ass. 

      “Not sure how that would work. He seems to have an issue with me.”

      “Who would have an issue with you? Look at you! You’re fucking gorgeous, Silver. I’ve seen some of the girls that walk those halls and they are nowhere near as pretty as you are.” 

      I want to take her words as a compliment. I want to take them to heart but I can’t because when I look in the mirror it isn’t me that I see. It’s her. The girl I was forced to become. I’m not Reece anymore and that thought alone chokes me up. 

      “Where are we meeting him? It’s getting late.” Mom doesn’t say anything, just checks the time before clapping her hands and rushing out of the room. I never thought I’d see her so happy to ruin another person’s life but I suppose he ruined ours first. 

      I step out of the bathroom and grab my high heeled boots before slipping them on. I zip them up and adjust my shirt before fixing my skirt. I feel like a slut. I look like a slut but apparently that’s how the elite like to dress. Like sluts. 

      “You are going to be the center of attention,” Mom says as I roll my eyes. 

      “I’m pretty sure the fight is going to be the center of attention. How did you get us in there anyway?” I have a thing for boxing. That’s just something I couldn’t let go of from my past. It’s an outlet and there’s just something so damn beautiful about being in that ring and floating on your feet. 

      “Brian is apparently into that shit, too. He owns the casino where it’s being held. I made some small talk about it and he invited us almost immediately. Men are so gullible.” I smile and shake my head. My mom has become good at what we do. We know how to work a man to get what we want. She’s taught me well of the last few years. 

      “Well, let’s go. We’re going to be late.” 

      Our cab ride didn’t take long and then we’re in the back of one of Beck’s dad’s limo’s. I almost feel bad for using Beck the way we are, he seems like a fairly good person. His dad on the other hand, I don’t feel an ounce of sympathy for him. 

      When the car stops, someone promptly opens the door and helps us out. Brian’s face comes into view just as fast, offering his arm to my mom. The lights and sounds are almost deafening as people line up to get inside for the fight. That’s when I see Cash strolling toward me. He looks hot as hell in that suit he has on. His eyes move over my body causing a chill to run down my spine as he steps up to me. 

      “I was told to play nicely tonight,” he says holding his hand out to me. I debate taking it. I don’t want people to see us together. He’s a dick. 

      “By who?”

      “My dad. He wants this night to go smoothly with your mom. So here I am on my best behavior.”

      I reach out my hand and slip it into his before he pulls me into his side. He links our arms as he walks us toward the entrance. 

      “You might not want to get too comfortable. My mom really has a thing for your dad. You might be getting a new stepmommy,” I say to aggravate him. 

      “And which one might that be? You or your mom?” 

      There he is. There’s the Cash I’ve come to know. 

      “Funnily enough, I’m not sure yet. The night’s still young.” Just as we step inside I pull away from Cash and walk quickly to catch up with my mom and Brian. I loop my arm through his on the opposite side of my mom and push up on my toes to thank him for letting us come. Then I look over my shoulder and wink at Cash. I can see his jaw tick from here and it’s amusing to watch. 

      “Was my son being a jackass?” Brian asks as I gaze up at him. 

      “He’s a little stuffy. I wouldn’t say a jackass, though. He just doesn’t seem to be too interested in me being around. I figured I’d join the adults if that’s okay,” I say batting my lashes at him. 

      “Of course it is. The more the merrier, isn’t that right, Priscilla?” 

      “Of course. I truly can’t thank you enough for allowing us to be your guests tonight, Brian. I know Silver is excited.” 

      “Your mom told me you love boxing,” he says, his attention back on me. 

      “I do. I think it’s because my dad used to watch it all the time.” I make those words sound like the saddest thing in the world. If only he knew. 

      “I’m very sorry about your dad, Silver. I’m sure that’s been hard on you, but if you ever need any fatherly advice, my door is always open.” 

      I see the grin. I see the look in his eyes and by door he’s meaning his bedroom. I smile sweetly as we’re ushered into the VIP area. No one bats an eye at me or Cash when he grabs a glass of wine and downs it. He strolls into the corner and leans against the wall not looking at anything really. Brian excuses him and Mom to introduce her to some of his friends as I wander. 

      “You’re new here,” a man’s voice says behind me. I turn to see a gorgeous blond man standing behind me. 

      “I am. I’m Silver,” I say extending my hand. He reaches out and takes it, bringing it to his lips. I almost laugh when he presses a soft kiss to my knuckles. What kind of joke is this? 

      “I’m Paul. Pleasure to meet you, Silver.” He slowly releases my hand when I feel heat at my back. I’m about to open my mouth and say something more when hands wrap around my waist. That touch could bring a girl to her knees if she let it. Cash. Paul’s gaze moves from mine to Cash’s hands, then over my shoulder. 

      “Jenson. I see you met my girl,” Cash says leaning his head down and pressing a kiss to my neck. My lips part as I try to figure out what the hell he’s doing. I should push him away but I don’t. 

      “Your girl, huh? I didn’t think you kept them around long, St. Clair.” 

      That was a low blow, yet I try to fight the smile that creeps across my face. Apparently these two know each other very well. 

      “Things change. What are you doing here?” Cash growls, the sound sending flutters through my stomach. 

      “It’s a fight. I never miss a fight.” 

      “Except your own, right?” 

      Paul’s eyes flash red, his body becoming rigid. Cash’s hand tightens on my stomach and I wonder if they are going to be the main event by the way this showdown’s going. I can’t have Cash ruin my mom’s night. She’s digging her claws into Brian deeper and deeper and I will not let Cash fuck that up. So I do the only thing I can think of. I spin in his arms, grab his face in my hands, and pull his lips to mine. I kiss him hard, rough. His eyes stay on Paul’s for a second longer before they drop to mine. Slowly I let mine slip closed as he kisses me back. His tongue is hot as it sweeps into my mouth, toying with mine. His hand presses against my lower back, keeping me pinned against his body, his cock hard on my stomach. 

      “Let’s take a walk,” I whisper. Cash doesn’t move. He’s still, stone. Then I do something I never thought I’d do. “Please.” Cash’s eyes burn into mine as he nods his head, grabs my hand, and tugs me along with him. I follow, trying to keep up as he walks down a long hall and then shoves through a door. The heat of the night hits my skin and Cash pulls his hand away from me. He stalks to the edge of the building when I notice we’re on rooftop, his back to me. 

      “What was that about?” I ask. 

      “I could ask you the same thing. You fucking kissed me!” 

      “And you liked it. Now what was that about?” 

      Cash turns to face me, a strange look on his face. “I liked it? Is that what you think?” 

      Wow. That was a slap to the face. Don’t let him see you bend, Silver. 

      “I felt your cock, Cash. There was no denying that one,” I tell him with a smirk. 

      “You think way too highly of yourself. The only reason my cock was hard is because you did that shit in front of Paul,” he says stepping into my space. “I won that round.”

      “Why the hell did you stop my fun then? Maybe he was a hook up for the night!”

      “You wanted to fuck him? Of all the people here and you picked him?” he asks as if it makes no sense at all. Paul was fucking hot so why not pick him? 

      “Who should I have chosen? Would you prefer I sleep with your dad? Do you really want me as your stepmom?” I ask through a laugh. Cash’s face reddens and it’s almost amusing if he didn’t look like he wanted to murder me in this minute. 

      “Do it, Silver. Fuck my dad.”

      “What?” That’s not what I was expecting him to say. 

      “You heard me. Do it. Fuck my dad so he can get you out of his system. He doesn’t want to keep you around; you do know that, right? He only wants to fuck that pretty little ass of yours. Remember, he has a thing for teenage girls.” The closer he gets to me, the more I want to rip his face off, and the more I want to rip his face off the more I want to ride it instead. 

      “You make me sick,” I hiss as he presses his body against mine. I step back but he counters until I’m pressed up against the door. 

      “Do I? Or do I make you wet?” Asshole. He knows I’m dripping right now. He knows that every single word that leaves his lips is pushing me closer to him. 

      “What do you want from me?” 

      “Nothing. I don’t want anything from you but the truth, Silver. Who the hell are you?” I smirk and shake my head. 

      “I’m Silver Daniels.”

      “No, you’re not.” With that he drops to his knees in front of me, shoving my skirt up. “Are you going to stop me?” I open my mouth about to say something, anything but then I feel his lips on my thigh and I can’t breathe. All common sense has left me. As his hands trail up my thighs, spreading me wide for him, I let it go. I don’t fight him, and God help me, I know I should. 

      Cash pushes my panties aside and leans in inhaling me. My knees shake when his tongue slowly drags through my wetness. Each stroke of his tongue is like a fucking drug that I want more of. When he slips a finger inside of me I moan loudly. Cash chuckles and works my clit with his tongue as his finger works inside of me. I’m a panting fucking mess when he nips at me and I come. I explode, grabbing his hair and tugging his face into me. I ride his mouth while he eats up everything that I have to offer. Cash pulls his finger out of me and brings it to his mouth as I try to stand on my shaking legs. 

      “I didn’t think you’d taste that good a second time,” he purrs. 

      “I…”

      “Speechless?” I open my mouth to say something but nothing comes out. Cash smirks and licks his lips before grabbing my hand in his and pulling the door open. 

      “Paul isn’t a good guy. He deals in illegal shit that I promise you don’t want to get involved in,” he says as he leads us back down the hall. 

      “So you’re my savior? Should I call you God?” Cash stops walking and looks over at me before a slow devilish smirk tugs across his face. 

      “I think I like that.”
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      What is it about this girl that’s driving me insane? What is it about the way she smiles? I watched her through the whole fight, the way her eyes lit up. The way her hands balled into fists and she moved with the fighters. She was lost in a world that was all her own. It was intriguing. 

      Now back at the house, the drinks flow freely. My dad invited some people over and now everyone is partying and having a good time. I’m not. I’m watching them from across the room. Priscilla. Silver’s mom is just like any other woman my dad would take to bed for money. And what I mean is, he would make them fall in love with him, move them in, and then take them for all they have. Sometimes it’s the other way around. Sometimes he’ll move in with them and then fuck them over, but Priscilla hasn’t invited him over thus far. He must be playing it from the first angle. 

      That’s not really what bothers me though. It’s Silver. The way she hangs on his every word. She can’t really like him, could she? She’s eighteen for fuck’s sake. Not that he cares - he doesn’t. 

      “What is that shit?” Mac asks as he comes to stand next to me with his arms crossed over his chest. 

      “I don’t have any fucking clue.” There they are. Both of them sitting on either side of my dad. Silver knows I’m watching, she sees me. 

      “Is he going to fuck them both?” Mac asks with a slight chuckle considering he knows my dad and his ways. 

      “Looks that way.” I bring my beer to my lips and take a long pull when Silver stands and moves around the chair. Her eyes slip back to mine and I raise an eyebrow in challenge. She just curls those fuckable lips into a smirk and leans down, running her hand around my dad’s neck before lowering her mouth. She whispers something in his ear, causing him to laugh before slipping her hand into the front of his half-unbuttoned dress shirt. 

      My dad bites his bottom lip just when Priscilla’s hand cups his cock and her daughter sucks on his neck. Silver’s eyes are on mine though, not on him. She’s fucking pushing me to see if I’ll break. 

      “Jesus,” Mac hisses when she bites his earlobe. You can nearly hear the bastard groan all the way over here. “I’m out of here. See you tomorrow.” 

      I give Mac a chin, left too enthralled by what Silver is doing to look away. My cock pulses, begging to be freed. When I see my dad reach back and drag Silver’s mouth to his, I’m done. That effectively broke the spell.

      Shoving off the wall, I head for the stairs as quickly as I can. I’m sick of seeing him do this shit. I’m tired of watching him walk over young girls - any girls for that matter - just like he did my mom. 

      I’m in my room stripping out of my suit, down to my boxers before I can stop to think. I might be an asshole but I don’t use women for money. Anger eats away at my insides as I think about my life. The way he ran my mom off. The way he’s ran every woman off. Why are they so naive? Ignoring the rage that sits in my chest, I walk over to my dresser and pull out a joint. I light it up and walk back over dropping onto my bed. Grabbing my phone off the night stand, I find some music and connect it on the surround sound I have in here. Five Finger Death Punch blasts through the room as I close my eyes and let everything else melt away. 

      It doesn’t take long for me to zone out when I sense the presence of someone else in my room. I slowly pry my eyes open and see her walking around, taking everything in. I reach for my phone and turn the music down slightly. 

      “Are you lost?” 

      She ignores my question, lifting the medals that hang on my wall in her hand. 

      “You actually race your million dollar cars?” she asks sounding offended by that fact.

      “You actually sleep with men that could be your dad?” She snorts a laugh before turning to face me. She let her hair down, it tumbles around her shoulders like a waterfall. 

      “I didn’t sleep with your dad. Jealous much?”

      “Of a piece of ass? I don’t think so.” I bring the joint back to my lips and inhale before the bed dips next to me. Then Silver is there pulling the joint from my fingers and bringing it to her lips. 

      “Help yourself.” 

      “I just did.”

      “Why are you in my room, Silver?” I ask needing to know what kind of game she’s playing here. 

      “I’m drunk and horny.” She passes my joint back and begins to unzip her boot before I stop her. 

      “No. Leave those on.” Silver grins at me as I shove the joint back between her lips and stand from the bed. Grabbing her wrist, I drag her up in front of me. The smoke burns my eyes as I unzip the back of her little skirt and slide it down her legs. I shouldn’t be touching this girl but she’s just a fuck. That’s what I keep telling myself.

      She’s. Just. A. Fuck. 

      I pull the joint from her lips and set it in the ashtray before jerking her shirt over her head. 

      She’s. Just. A. Fuck. 

      I grab her tits in my hands toying with her nipples through her lace bra. 

      She’s. Just. A. Fuck. 

      Then I move to unhook it and toss it aside. Her panties are next. She holds onto my shoulders to balance herself as she steps out of them. Her fuck me boots have that stiletto heel that makes her legs look longer than they are, and when I step back and let my eyes roam over her body, my cock hardens even more. 

      “So fucking perfect,” I whisper unsure of why I said that. She doesn’t need to hear that. She needs to bend over and let me fuck her from behind. Silver licks her lips when I step closer to her. I lean in and kiss her jaw and then down her neck. I suck her flesh into my mouth, moaning as I go. Her hands find their way around my neck, her nails lightly dragging over my scalp. I groan and suck her neck harder, leaving my mark on her skin. 

      “Turn around.” My voice is husky full of hunger and when she turns, I fucking growl like a man possessed. Silver doesn’t just turn around; she bends over my bed, her perfectly round ass in the air. She’s practically dripping onto the floor at my feet when I shove my boxers down and grab my cock. 

      “Cash,” she whimpers.

      “Are you on something or do I need to find a condom?”

      “I’m on something,” she states. Thank fuck for that. I grab her hip in my free hand and line myself up, thrusting into her roughly. She cries out my name and that only serves to spur me on. My name on her goddamn lips sounds like the song of an angel but Silver is no fucking angel. A fallen angel maybe.

      Gripping her hips roughly, I plunge into her taking what I want. Her body bounces as I fuck her into the mattress. I hiss every time I pull out and slam back in. She’s so goddamn tight. 

      “Fuck, Silver. I didn’t know your pussy would be this good.” Each growl rips from my throat like a feral animal. I pull out of her, and as if she could read my mind, she flips onto her back. I grab her legs, lifting them up as I step in closer. Silver wraps her legs around my waist, the pointy heels of her boots digging into my ass when I slip back inside of her. Silver has her eyes open, peering up at me through her hooded lashes. I reach up and grab her nipple, twisting and plucking as her lips part. My balls slam against her ass, and just when I think she’s going to stop the little moans that fall from her lips, Silver cries out my name. That’s it. I’m done. I come so hard that spots flash behind my eyes. I come so hard that my whole body tenses. 

      “You’re fucking pussy is so fucking good,” I growl as my cock leaps inside of her. She comes with me, her body clenching and pulling. She sucks me dry and then some. Her heels are still digging into my ass no doubt leaving their own marks much like the one on her neck, and I can’t find it in me to give a shit. 

      When we’re both sated, I pull out of her and drop onto the bed. Silver stands and grabs her clothes. She glances around looking for something. 

      “Bathroom’s in there,” I tell her pointing toward the closed door. Silver doesn’t say anything, just walks toward it and shuts it behind her. I sigh and close my eyes thinking about what the hell I just did.
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      I let my fingers linger on my lips for longer than they need to. The weekend was amazing, or at least Saturday night was. Mom hasn’t come home yet and it’s now Monday. I’ll take that as a good sign that she and Brian have hit it off. 

      Me? Well, I came home after being fucked into the mattress by Cash. I would say I regret it, but I’m not so sure I do. When I left he didn’t even look my way. He laid on the bed scrolling through his phone as if nothing even happened and maybe to him it didn’t. I was just another notch on his bedpost and that was fine with me. I wasn’t looking for a relationship anyway and certainly not with someone like him.

      “Did you have a good weekend?” Beck asks as we walk down the hall to lunch. 

      “It wasn’t bad.” Somehow I’ve managed to avoid Cash and his boys like the fucking plague, but I have a bad feeling that’s going to end soon. 

      “What did you do?” 

      More like who did I do. Shame should be eating me alive but it’s not. Maybe because I’m not that kind of girl. I don’t typically regret the people I sleep with. I do it because I want to and no other reason. 

      “Hung out with my mom. What did you do?” I hate lying to Beck but at the same time, we aren’t actually best friends here. 

      “Helped my dad out with some bookkeeping. Nothing much or fun anyway. Hey, are you going to the town bonfire?”

      “Town bonfire?” I ask glancing up at him. He grins. 

      “It’s a yearly thing. Every year Jackson Hills plays a football game against Country Heights, the next big town over. We all party together after that.”

      “You get along with the next town? Isn’t there supposed to be some kind of rivalry type shit?” I laugh as we step into the lunch room. Instantly you can feel the shift in the air. You can feel his presence or at least I can. I don’t know why I can feel that guy the way I do but I can. 

      When I look up I notice his hair is cut differently. Where it was long and shaggy before now it’s shaved down the sides leaving the top longer. Today his jacket is off, his blue uniform shirt making all the colorful tattoos stand out against his tanned flesh. 

      “We do have a rivalry. Most of the people that show up at these don’t cause a scene though. The assholes usually stay back,” Beck informs me. I drag my gaze from Cash up to meet Beck’s.

      “And by assholes do you mean the king of Jackson Hills won’t be there?” Beck chuckles and it sounds so damn perfect. 

      “Oh, he’ll be there. Him, Vinny, and Mac never miss these.”

      “But you’re the football star,” I say trying to figure out exactly how all this works. 

      “I don’t play in these things. Coach would have my ass if I got hurt fucking around.” I nod my head and grab a burger on our way through the line. Where most of the girls get salads and healthy shit, I’m not most girls. Grabbing a water and scanning my card to pay, Beck and I walk over and sit at our usual table. 

      “So you going?”

      “I don’t know. It doesn’t really sound like my thing,” I tell him. 

      “What is your thing?” he asks with his eyebrow raised. 

      “Well,” I say before taking a bite of my burger. “I like boxing. I love watching fights. I can box a little, too.”

      “Boxing? Are you serious?” he asks as if he doesn’t believe me. I shrug my shoulders and keep eating. 

      “You’re really different than most of the girls here, Silver.”

      “Is that a bad thing?” When I glance up I see the look in his eyes. 

      “Not at all. I think it’s awesome. No one should be made to fit the mold,” he adds. I snort a laugh and he eyes me. 

      “What?”

      “You’re laughing,” he says.

      “You fit the mold, Beck. You fit every fucking stereotype there is. Boyish good looks, rich family. Captain of the football and basketball team.” I see his smile slowly slip from his face and I almost feel bad for saying it. 

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      “Beck, I didn’t mean it like that.” I sigh as he shakes his head and looks away. I uncap my water and take a drink, some trickling down my chin to my neck. That’s when hands land on me, jerking me from my seat. I’m spun around and Cash is there, leaning down and licking the water off my neck. I gasp at the contact when Beck stands and moves. He shoves Cash back a step and I watch as fire dances in Cash’s eyes. 

      “What have I told you about touching my girl?” Beck growls. Cash grins like a jackass just trying to push his buttons. 

      “Touch her? I wasn’t touching her exactly.”

      “You had your mouth on her!”

      “Beck, calm down,” I tell him pressing my hand against his chest. He doesn’t push me but I can see the look in Cash’s eyes. 

      “Don’t you have a girl to lick?” I ask him. 

      “Who might that be?” Cash asks cocking his head to the side to study me. 

      “Um, Ginny? She always seems to be hanging off your cock.” 

      “She wasn’t the only one that hung off my cock,” he sneers. Okay. This is going to get out of hand and I need it to stop. Instead of getting into it with him, I turn around and press my hands to Beck’s chest. 

      “Will you walk with me?”

      “I’m good.”

      “Beck, just walk with me,” I say once more. 

      “Yeah, Beckett. Walk with the girl before she finds someone else who will.” Cash’s words annoy me and I ignore them. He doesn’t deserve the satisfaction of me answering his smartass remarks. Beck finally nods and grabs my hand and my bag, dragging me through the lunch room. I don’t miss the stares that we get or the looks from his teammates. Maybe it’s time to call this game quits with Beck. He doesn’t deserve this shit. He doesn’t deserve everyone jumping down his throat over me. 

      Once we’re back in the hallway, Beck slams his fist against the lockers. 

      “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “You fucked him, didn’t you?”

      “Excuse me?” 

      Beck slowly turns around to face me, anger simmering in those beautiful eyes of his. 

      “You fucked Cash. You did, didn’t you? That’s why he’s all over you. He doesn’t want you, Silver! He’ll use you just like he does every other girl! Don’t you see that?”

      “First of all, keep your goddamn voice down. Who I do or do not fuck is none of your concern, Beckett.” 

      “Beckett? Now I’m Beckett?” He runs his hand through his hair, tugging at the ends. He looks pissed and he doesn’t make eye contact with me either. That hurts a little because I was growing to like Beck. 

      “It’s not what you think, Beck,” I tell him. 

      “I don’t have time for this shit. I have to go meet coach,” he snaps turning on his heel. I watch him walk away before I think to stop him. 

      “Beck! Come on!” He raises his hand over his shoulder but never looks back at me. I huff and lean against the lockers when Cash and his crew walk out of the lunch room and over to me. 

      “Oh no. Trouble in paradise. That’s sad, Silver. I’m sorry,” Mac says mock crying. I roll my eyes but keep eye contact because he is acting more immature than his friend was. 

      “We’re fine.”

      “Didn’t look fine,” Vinny says stepping up and pulling a piece of my hair between his fingers. Cash moves on the other side of me, leaning against the lockers. 

      “Well, it is. So, if you don’t mind,” I say starting to step away. Cash doesn’t let me get that far. His hand presses against my stomach, keeping me in place. 

      “Why are you in such a hurry? Don’t like our company?” he asks. 

      “Being around the three of you is like plucking my eyes out.” 

      Mac chuckles, Vinny all out laughs, but Cash just eyes me. “Maybe three’s a crowd. Maybe we should send those two away.” His voice is thick with lust and the thought of telling him to do it crosses my mind until I hear Brian. 

      “Are you boys being nice?” 

      Mac and Vinny both step back but Cash doesn’t. He stays right where he is reaching up to grab a piece of my hair twirling between his fingers. 

      “Of course. When are we not playing nicely?” Cash says never taking his eyes off mine. I slowly let my gaze slide from his to his dad’s. 

      “How are you doing today, Mr. St. Clair?”

      “I think we’re past all the formality, aren’t we? It’s Brian.” 

      “Of course. My apologies. Did my mom stay with you all weekend?” 

      “I apologize as well. I shouldn’t have kept her out all weekend when you were at home alone. I think you’ll be pleased with the things we discussed over the weekend. We’re all going to dinner tonight to talk it over,” he says making a chill run down my spine. This can’t be good. 

      “I’m busy tonight,” Cash adds. 

      “No, you’re not. You’ll be at dinner tonight at eight.”

      “I have plans,” Cash says once more. Brian steps into his space while everyone else except me steps back. He reaches up, pulling my hair from Cash’s fingers into his own. My stomach trembles as the showdown between the two of them burns like an inferno. 

      “And now they’re canceled, Cash. You better show up at eight tonight. Don’t make me angry,” he hisses before smiling at me and pulling away. Mac and Vinny share a glance before Cash shoves off the wall and walks away. They both follow along behind him leaving me to stand here. That’s when I notice Mac glaring at me over his shoulder. He jerks his head for me to follow, and for a reason unknown to me, I follow along. 

      They all head out the door and I follow behind climbing into the back of Vinny’s blacked out SUV. Vinny jumps in the driver seat and starts the car up before turning the music up loud. Cash is lost in his own world, gazing out the window. Mac spins around in the front seat nodding toward his friend. I give him the “what the fuck do you want me to do?” face. Cash snorts and when I glance over I see his eyes on me. 

      “I don’t need your help,” he says. 

      “I wasn’t offering any.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I gaze out the window not wanting to look at him. I don’t know where we’re going and I honestly don’t care. This fucked up heated connection between the two of us is unnerving. It’s thick and makes it hard to breathe when we’re this close. 

      “Where are we headed?” Vinny asks looking in the rearview mirror. 

      “The park,” Cash says before turning his head and looking back out the window. I lay my head back on the soft leather seat and close my eyes wondering what the hell I’ve gotten myself into with this three. The ride to the park doesn’t take us a long, and as soon as the car stops, Cash is out. Vinny follows but me and Mac stay behind. Then he turns to look at me over the back seat. 

       “If I asked you a question would you tell me the truth?”

      “That depends on the question,” I challenge him as I cross my arms over my chest. Mac chuckles and shakes his head. 

      “What is it with you and him?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, since you showed up, he’s been all over the place. No one can get his head out of his ass lately.”

      “And somehow I’m to blame for that? Real fucked up, Mac,” I say shaking my head. 

      “Yeah, I think you are to blame for that but I don’t know why. All you two do is piss each other off.”

      “It’s our thing. We don’t like each other, Mac. If he can’t handle that then that’s on him,” I tell him. I don’t know if that’s entirely true. The more time I spend around the asshole the more I kind of like him. 

      “There’s a race before the bonfire. You should come,” he says changing the subject.

      “Why?”

      “You like fast cars and there will be a bunch there.”

      “Are you trying to ask me out, Mac?” He laughs, throwing his head back before grinning at me. 

      “No way in hell would I fight Cash for you. And no, I wasn’t. I was just saying you might have fun. Plus, I need to make my money back that you stole.” 

      “I didn’t steal shit,” I huff. But in truth I do feel a little bad for taking his money. Mac hasn’t done anything to me to warrant my thieving ways. 

      “Sure. Come on, let’s go see what Cash is tearing up now,” he says climbing out of the car, but just before he gets out, he turns to face me over the seat. “By the way. Whatever you needed the money for, I don’t care Silver. You should have just asked though.” He winks at me and then he’s out pulling my door open leaving me to feel like the biggest piece of shit in the world. 

      I climb out and adjust my skirt when Mac grabs my hand. I start to pull away but what the hell difference does it make?

      “Why are we holding hands? Afraid I might get kidnapped?” 

      Mac laughs as we walk along the path. “Nope. Just want to tease Cash a little.” 

      “I highly doubt he’s going to care that we’re holding hands, Mac. We aren’t together,” I remind him. Mac laughs but as soon as Vinny and Cash come into view, I gasp. His shirts off, sweat dripping over his tanned flesh as he spin kicks. I watch him, the way he moves. The way each muscle flexes as he changes positions. 

      “He’s beautiful,” I whisper before I can catch myself. I can feel Mac’s eyes on me but when I look over, it isn’t a look of insanity like I thought I’d get. It’s one of intrigue. I pull my hand from his and walk closer to Vinny where he sits on the table with a cigarette between his lips. I reach up and take it, bringing it to mine. 

      “You ever see this kind of fighting?”

      “He does MMA?” I ask glancing over at Vinny. He nods his head and we both look back at Cash. He’s lost in a zone, a place no one can touch him and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I take a long drag from the cigarette and pass it back to Vinny before standing to my feet. I can’t help it. I’m drawn to him and I don’t know how to stop it. 

      I inch closer watching every single move he makes, every muscle working to contort his body as he moves and I. Can’t. Stop. 

      My feet keep going until I’m right in front of him. His fluid motions stop when he looks down at me. He’s breathing heavily, sweat is trickling down his temples. Neither of us look away. We stand here in a standoff. 

      “That was…”

      “What?”

      “It was beautiful.”
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      Her words still ring in my head even after we left. I can’t stop thinking about the look on her face. She was so serious. 

      Shaking my head of the thoughts, I finish getting ready for dinner. I don’t know what my dad has planned and I honestly don’t care. I don’t want any part of his bullshit. Ignoring the nagging in the back of my head, I grab my phone and head out of my room, jogging down the stairs. I stop short when my dad is standing at the bottom waiting on me.

      “What time did I say to be here, Cash.”

      “Eight.”

      “And what time is it?” he hisses. 

      “Fuck if I know.” I ignore his anger for the most part, but I know when my dad wants his way that’s all he wants. One day he won’t get what he wants, he’s going to get what the fuck I want. Before I can check the time, my dad has his hand wrapped around my neck, shoving me against the wall. Air hisses from my lungs when his free hand balls into a fist and slams into my ribs. He steps back and I double over trying to breathe. Fucking bastard. His day is coming. 

      “Get your ass in the dining room. Now!” He steps back turning on his heel to walk away. I hold my ribs and stand up when she walks over. 

      “He hit you,” she hisses. When I glance up at her face, I can see the anger and fury in her eyes. 

      “A little family issue,” I tell her straightening my spine. I won’t let her see me like this. 

      “He fucking hit you, Cash!” she growls a little louder. I chuckle and walk closer to her, leaning down so that our mouths are nearly touching. 

      “You might want to calm down a little. Someone might think you care, Silver.” 

      “Yeah, that’s the farthest thing from the truth.” She turns and walks away from me as I grin at her back. 

      Once I’ve gotten myself under control, I stroll into the dining room and take my seat. What pisses me off is seeing my dad at the head of the table and Priscilla and Silver on either side of him. I crack my neck from side to side as I look my dad in the eyes. I can see the plan forming in those evil orbs. 

      “Well, since we’re all here, Priscilla and I have come to an agreement. We have gotten pretty close lately,” he says and I snort. Lately? They’ve known each other for a few months. I know they started talking back at that event before school started but that doesn’t mean shit. They don’t know each other. He knows she has money. “We’ve decided that it would be in everyone’s best interest if she and Silver moved in here.” Silver was mid-drink when he said it and now it’s spraying from her mouth and nose. She quickly grabs her napkin as my dad reaches for her. He rubs her back and it makes my stomach heave. 

      “I’d say that was a shock,” I smart off. 

      “I’d like my girls under one roof.” 

      As soon as those words leave his mouth I cringe. Silver’s eyes find mine but I can’t place the look in them. What I do know is that she doesn’t want this either. Hell, having her under my roof to taunt and tease will be fun, but if he puts his hands anywhere near her, I will slit his throat. 

      “Your girls?” I say before I can rethink my statement. My dad’s eyes blaze with rage. 

      “Yes, my girls. Talks of marriage have been happening as well.” 

      I look to Silver to see her reaction and there isn’t one. She smiles happily like she doesn’t even care what’s being said. Maybe she doesn’t. 

      “And when might this be happening?” I take the chance to ask. 

      “Well, we haven’t discussed dates yet but I would say within the next six months.” He beams happily over at Priscilla as I gag. I can’t believe he’s moving this quickly. These two must be worth more than I originally thought they were. For one, my dad usually plays the dating angle for a bit longer than this. Two, she isn’t single without attachments which makes me wonder what the hell he wants with Silver. The whole thing is insane. 

      “In that case, congratulations to you both. And welcome home… Sister.” My eyes fall on Silver and she squirms in her seat. It’s funny seeing her so uneasy for a girl that keeps herself held together. 

      The rest of dinner goes by with light conversation, my ribs aching, and Silver lost in her own head. My dad goes on and on about his girls making my stomach churn. As soon as we’ve finished eating, I leave the table and haul ass back to my room. I’m in no mood for his bullshit family dinners. 

       I light a joint and head into the bathroom, pulling my shirt over my head with a wince. My ribs are already turning colors with an angry bruise forming. Dad’s favorite form on punishment. 

      “That’s pretty bad.”

      “Why are you always in my room?” I ask closing my eyes, wishing like hell she’d just go away. She doesn’t say anything, just walks closer and runs her fingers over the bruise. I suck in a breath and step back, needing her to be away from me. 

      “Getting married. I didn’t see that one coming” she says. 

      “It’s bullshit. He’s just using you.” My words must piss her off because the fingers that were so gently running over my flesh are now pressing into the bruise until I hiss. I grab her wrist and jerk it away, holding her hand above her head. Her eyes flash with something before it’s gone. 

      “You like when I get rough with you, Silver?” I ask, my tone demanding an answer. If she says no, that’s a lie. If she says yes, that changes things. I lean down until my lips are inches from hers and slowly lick her bottom lip. Silver whimpers right before I hear my dad. 

      “Cash?” I release Silver and nod to the door on the other side of the room and she quickly walks through it. I spin around just in time to see my dad walking into the bathroom. His eyes roam over my side, the bruise before a small grin appears on his face. 

      “What?”

      “What did you think of the news?”

      “I think it’s bullshit. Why are you moving in so quickly?” I ask cocking my head to the side to see what answer he could possibly come up with. It better be a damn good one. 

      “Why not? I think there’s more to those girls than meets the eye. Priscilla is very much a mystery to me still but Silver…” His words trail off. A part of me gets pissed, the other part hopes to God that Silver is on the other side of that door listening in on this shit. 

      “Silver, what?” I ask through a clenched jaw. I know he can see the way my jaw ticks and the asshole doesn’t care. He will use that girl just like her mother until there is nothing left of either of them but the shell they once were. 

      “Silver is different, isn’t she? She’s gorgeous.”

      “She’s also eighteen,” I remind him in a not so nice tone. 

      “That’s of legal age. What do you think of her living here, Cash? Somewhere we can keep an eye on her?”

      “Why would we need to keep an eye on her?” Crossing my arms over my chest, I lean against the wall and watch him, wait for his response. 

      “She seems smarter than I thought. I don’t want any issues with this one.”

      “So you plan to run the same game on them? This one comes with baggage, Dad. You’ve never had a child to worry about.” Anger gnaws at my insides but there isn’t much I can do about that now. 

      “Well there was never a Silver before, was there?” 

      With that he turns and leaves my bathroom, leaving me to work out the coiled muscles that are tensing my body. I close my eyes for a second before opening the door to the other bedroom to see if she was listening but I don’t find her there. Shit. The one time I wish she was hanging around and she isn’t. 

      Blowing it all off, I finish stripping out of my clothes and climb into the shower. The end of the week will be the races and the bonfire. That should be something worth looking forward to. They’re always a good time. We can let loose and drink until we pass the fuck out and no one bats an eye. Or it could turn into a shit show and an all-out brawl. Either way, I’m in. 

      I climb out of the shower just in time to hear my phone ringing. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I head into my room and grab it. 

      “Yeah?”

      “Who’s dick you sucking and not answering the phone?”

      “Fuck you, Vin.”

      “Well if you don’t answer then I assume you’re sucking dick. Not my fault,” he laughs. 

      “What is it you want?” I ask dropping onto the bed and grabbing my pack of cigarettes. 

      “I’m going to head over to Vance’s. You wanna go?”

      “Sure. Let me get dressed,” I tell him. 

      “You bringing her?” I think on that for a long second before I grin. 

      “Fuck yeah. Vance will chew her ass up and spit her the fuck back out.” I hear his laughter before I hang up and stand to move through the room. My cigarette pack has long since been forgotten in lieu of my new plan. If I can make her hate everything around here, maybe she will leave. She can’t stay here. I have to make her hate everything about Jackson Hills. 

      Including me.
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      “Why am I here?” I ask for the tenth time as we ride through town in Vinny’s SUV. After the bomb that Brian and my mom dropped I was stoked when Vinny asked me to go with them. I didn’t want to be cooped up in that house with them right now. I wanted some space but that space included Cash. Not that I mind him being around so much, I just wasn’t sure how to talk to him after that. 

      “We’re going to have fun,” Mac says with a smile. 

      “I’m sure your idea of fun isn’t the same as mine.” Crossing my arms over my chest, Mac scoots closer to me, throwing his arm around my shoulder. 

      “Do you swim?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you drink?”

      “Is that a trick question? Of course I drink!” I say and roll my eyes. 

      “Do you like music?”

      “Jesus Christ, Mac! Could you get to the point here?” I snap causing him to laugh. 

      “We’re doing all of the above.” He grins like he’s won the grand prize. 

      “So again, why am I here?” 

      “Because I said you’re going to be here, that’s fucking why. Now shut the hell up, Silver!” Cash snaps from the front seat. I raise an eyebrow and unbuckle my seatbelt before leaping toward him. My fist connects with the side of his head before Mac has his arms around me, pulling me back. 

      “Don’t you talk to me like that, St. Clair!”

      “Then shut the hell up for five minutes. Did you ever think they might have invited you so your sorry ass didn’t have to sit at home moping with no friends?” His harshness is nothing new. I’m used to that. 

      “Did you ever think that I don’t give a shit what you think? I do have friends, you fucker!” I fight against Mac’s hold but it’s no use. He just holds me tighter. That’s when I give up. Or give in. Whichever you prefer but it works to my advantage when I sit in Mac’s lap. I wiggle around to get comfortable then lay my head on his shoulder. 

      “This is better anyway,” I grumble as I feel his cock harden under me. I want to smirk and rub it in Cash’s face but I don’t. 

      “You’re going to get my ass beat,” Mac whispers near my ear. 

      “But wouldn’t it be so worth it?” I look up at him and find him staring back at me. I almost laugh at the look in his eyes. 

      “Maybe you’re right. Stay close to me tonight.” 

      I nod my head and settle back into my spot on his lap. Neither of us miss the growl that vibrates deep in Cash’s chest but we both laugh anyway. He isn’t my boss and I’m pretty tired of him acting like it. 

      The ride finally stops and I climb off Mac’s lap and out of the car. When I look up I gasp. This isn’t a small house. This isn’t a mansion. This is a goddamn hotel. Cars fill the driveway and yard. 

      “Why are we at a hotel?” 

      “This isn’t a hotel. It’s Vance Sturgis’s house.”

      “No fucking way!” 

      “Yes fucking way. Pretty hot, right?”

      “Why is Vance fucking Sturgis friends with you scrubs? This puts you guys on the poor list,” I tease knowing it would piss Cash off and make Mac laugh. 

      “You’re right. We’re not worthy but he’s good friends with their dads,” he says nodding toward the other two.

      “What about your dad? They’re not all friends?”

      “My dad isn’t around much.” 

      I don’t press him for information because I can see the look in his eyes. Whatever it is, it’s personal and not my business. Looping my arm through Mac’s, I let him lead us toward the front door. 

      Vance Sturgis is a world class racer. He used to race in a lot of underground street racing until he was spotted. Then he went on to race legit. 

      “You fuckers brought me a gift,” Vance says as he steps out onto the porch, his eyes roaming over me. I can immediately feel the bile burn the back of my throat and my hands begin to sweat. Vance isn’t a good guy. I can feel it. 

      “We’re bored. Heard there’s a party,” Vinny says stepping up and taking his hand. They pull each other into hug before the others follow. Me? I stand back watching the snake that I can feel he is. 

      “And you are?”

      “Just a girl being drug to a party.”

      “That’s Silver,” Cash announces as he licks his lips. 

      “Silver. I like how that rolls off my tongue. Well, Silver, welcome to my house. Feel free to do whatever it is you want with whoever you want. It’s pretty much a free for all.” Those words send a chill down my spine. I nod my head but ignore his laughter. He’s a piece of shit. 

      He turns and motions for the guys to follow, Mac grabbing my hand as Cash eyes us from the corner of his eye. I ignore him and walk in taking in the giant fucking room we stepped into. It isn’t like I wasn’t used to expensive things but even we had standards. This is just over the top. A giant photo of Vance naked with a chick lying next to him is the first painting we’re greeted with. 

      “That’s charming,” I mumble. Mac chuckles and we keep walking as I watch Vance and Cash have a conversation in front of us. I can see the way he keeps looking at me over his shoulder, the asshole. 

      “His parties get wild and sometimes out of hand. Don’t wander too far,” Mac whispers. I nod my head as we walk farther into the house. That’s when I hear it. The music, the people. We step through another door and descend a few stairs until we’re standing in front of a massive pool full of people. Naked girls dance around, the smell of weed thick in the air, drinks are flowing freely. Vance stops walking and turns around, coming to stand in front of us. 

      “There’s new swim shit in there. You can find your size and change. Towels should be in the cabinet.”

      “I’m good.” 

      “Are you?” he hisses stepping closer to me. His hand comes up, resting on my cheek before slowly lowering it to my throat. I feel my pulse pick up and not from fear. It’s because this is the exact way that Cash holds me. I’m so messed up in the head. 

      “I’ll show her where they are,” Mac interrupts the showdown between the two of us. Vance steps back with a smirk on his face when I step closer. I reach up running my fingers over his naked tattooed chest and lean in close so I’m near his ear. 

      “Cash might play a good game but I play better,” I whisper before biting his earlobe. He quickly grabs my hip in his hand and jerks my body into his. 

      “Is that right? And why do you think it’s Cash playing this game?”

      “Because you don’t even know me and I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re here now and the only fucking games being played are mine. Whatever it is with you and Cash? It’s void here, baby girl.” 

      The way he says it makes my stomach roll. I wonder if that was Cash’s plan all along. He brought me here to get rid of me. Vance chuckles when I stiffen in his arms, shoving me back a step. Lucky for me, Mac’s there to stop me from falling on my ass in front of everyone. I know I can fight him off but not in a house full of his people. 

      Instead of saying anything, I turn on my heel and follow Mac into the room off to the side. Just like Vance said there are new suits hanging up along both sides. 

      “It’s a goddamn mall in here,” I say dragging my finger along the suits. 

      “He’s made of money. It’s almost sickening how he flaunts it.” 

      “I take it you aren’t his friend?” 

      “No, we’re friends. I just don’t agree with the bullshit he does. He likes to use money, women, anything he can get his hands on. Just because he can throw a hundred-dollar bill at some random girl doesn’t make her his personal play toy.” I turn to face Mac, a little shocked by his words. 

      “Is that really what you think?” He nods. “I think I like you even more now.” Mac laughs and holds up a suit wiggling his eyebrows at me. I shake my head. No way in fuck am I going out there in that. 

      “That’s barely even fabric, Mac.”

      “Go look out that window.” He nods toward the one by the door. I walk over and peer out unsure of what I’m looking for when I see him. Cash is kicked back in a chair with a pair of black swim shorts, his legs spread wide and two blondes in barely anything on either leg. 

      “God, they are hot!”

      “So are you. Come on.” I turn and shake my head and he laughs.

      “I don’t have a body like that, Mac.”

      “When did you become so self-conscious? You’re fucking hot, Silver. Your body is perfect,” he says. 

      “Are you flirting with me?” I ask placing my hands on my hips. Mac bursts into laughter before he comes closer. 

      “Is that what you want? You want me to flirt with you?” His fingers come up to linger on my cheek before slowly stroking my flesh. I open my mouth about to say something but what?

      “I wouldn’t do that if I was you,” I hear Vinny say behind us. 

      “Do what? Kiss her?” Mac asks. Oh shit. He wouldn’t do it, would he? Of course he would! This is Mac! 

      “Cash-”

      “Cash has girls all over him. Fuck off, Vinny!” I snap. He chuckles and walks past us with a pair of shorts in his hand when Mac leans in closer. Our lips are just a breath apart. One tiny touch and that’s it. 

      “He’s right. I can’t kiss you.”

      “Why?” I whisper. 

      “He’s my best friend.” 

      I swallow hard and nod my head when he steps back, pressing the tiny black suit into my hands. I watch him walk away before I do the same. 

      In no time I change out of my clothes and into the suit and walk back into the room. Mac is waiting on me, his eyes traveling over my body as he does. 

      “Fuck me. Maybe I changed my mind,” he groans adjusting his cock. 

      “Nope. There are no take backs.”

      “Let’s go make the man jealous.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing, Mac. I just want to have some fun,” I tell him truthfully. He nods his head and grabs my hand, pulling me from the room. Outside, the music is blasting and people are everywhere. There are so many people it would be easy to get lost in the sea of bodies, but despite that, my body immediately hones on his location. I feel other men looking at me, taking in my barely-there suit. But it’s him. It’s his eyes that burn me. His fucking gaze that has my body heating. 

      Fucking Cash.
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      I’ll kick Mac’s ass for this. I know what he’s doing although Silver doesn’t look like she wants to be here. Too fucking bad. She needs to realize that Jackson Hills isn’t the place for her before my dad destroys them both. 

      I watch her drink, dance, and mingle with the people. The girl is good with people who are like her. It’s strange because this isn’t the crowd that I thought she would go for. 

      “That’s one hot piece of ass. Maybe I’ll slide in that shit later,” Vance grumbles as he watches her laugh. 

      Yeah, this motherfucker won’t be touching her. Listen to me. I brought her here to make her rethink shit, to let him break her, and now I’m debating that choice. Does she really deserve that?

      Shaking my head, I take another drink from my glass as I watch her dive into the pool. Her long blonde hair floats behind her as she pops back up. Mac isn’t far behind her and for some fucked up reason I’m glad for that. 

      “You racing this weekend?” Vance asks pulling my attention from her. 

      “Yeah, the lambo.”

      “No shit? Heard you got that fucker set up real nice,” he adds. And now after his words about Silver, I don’t really feel like talking cars with this motherfucker. 

      “Yeah, it’s pretty sweet.” The girl on my left leg excuses herself, but Kendra, the one on the right, spins to face me. Her fingers roam over my flesh, heat burning inside of me but she isn’t the reason why. 

      “I’ll be back. She’s on me, bro!” Vance says before he stands and walks away. Kendra spins around further until she’s straddling me on the chair. Her little bikini bottom is barely covering anything between her legs. She leans in and presses her lips to my neck and I groan. That’s when I see him. Fucking Vance in the water with Silver pinned to the edge. His hand is tangled in her hair, her eyes wider than usual. He whispers something and her eyes jerk to mine for a brief second. I raise my eyebrow in challenge. I want her to say she needs me. I want her to say she doesn’t want him touching her, but as quickly as she looked at me, she looked away even faster. Her lips slam into Vance’s and my stomach knots up. 

      Grabbing Kendra under her arms, I lift her off my lap and move her to the side before I shove out of my chair. Anger, fury, rage. It all burns inside of me. What the hell does she think she’s doing? How is she kissing that man right now? Why do I fucking care is a better question but I can’t think about that one right now. Instead, I jump in the pool and swim over toward them until I can stand. I rip Vance away from her and she startles. 

      “What the fuck, man?” he growls stepping closer to me. 

      “Keep your fucking mouth off her!” 

      “You brought her here for me to toy with, St. Clair. Don’t be such a little bitch,” Vance hisses. 

      “You what?” Silver asks but I ignore her. 

      “I mean it. You stay the fuck away from her, Vance.” My warning is low and full of threat and I will make good on that too. Vance knows that I know all about his side gig of whoring girls out. I could blow his whole fucking career out of the water. Vance raises his hands as I turn to look at Silver but then I hear him call me a pussy. That’s it. I spin around, slamming my fist into his face. Water splashes up around us when I see him motion to one of his friends. I don’t see Vinny but Mac has Silver, dragging her out of the pool. That’s when I step closer ready to hit the motherfucker again. 

      “You fucked up,” Vance warns before he moves in. His right hand is up, ready to punch but it’s his left that I missed. The knife plunges into my side before he pulls it free and I swing. That’s all it took was one hit and he’s out. His body falls under the water as people watch us. 

      “Get his ass before he drowns!” I snap at his friends. I climb out of the pool, Vinny already walking out with our shit in his hands. No one speaks as we walk through the house dripping water and blood as I go. My hands remain clenched at my sides as I stomp down the front steps. Vinny is already at the car when Mac takes off after him. Silver? She turns to face me, her eyes widening when she sees the wound. 

      “Fuck!” She moves quickly toward me, pressing her hand over it. 

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask her. 

      “Stopping the bleeding. I don’t know! I was never stabbed before. Saw it on Live Rescue once. You have to stop the bleeding.” She’s rambling and it’s cute as fuck. I reach up and grip her around the back of her neck, pulling her face toward me. Her eyes leap to meet mine and there I’m lost. 

      “When did I stop hating you so much?” She blinks those blue eyes and all the air is sucked from my lungs. I don’t know what I’m doing with her. I know it’s not a smart idea but I do it anyway. I lean down and press my lips to hers, savoring her taste before I pull away. A horn blasts behind us. I look over my shoulder to see it’s Vinny. Pulling her bloody hand from my stomach, I wrap my fingers around hers and pull her along toward the car. We both climb in and Vinny takes off. 

      “He needs a tetanus shot!” Silver says loudly. The guys laugh but she is serious. Her lips part and she looks between us. “Are you kidding? He’s a crackpot! You don’t know what the hell was on that knife, Cash. Did you see the skanks in there? Well, yeah you did, they were all over you.” 

      “Silver,” I say but she keeps going. 

      “Just fucking gross.” 

      “Silver!”

      “What?”

      “I’m fine. I don’t need a shot. Stitches maybe.”

      “Fine. Vinny, take him to the hospital.” Vin chuckles and turns the music up as I lean back against the seat. Thank fuck we know how to clean blood out of leather. Silver still looks on edge so I do something stupid once again. I grab her and pull her into my side, keeping her tucked there until she slowly calms. The tension slowly leaves her shoulders. 

      “This is my fault,” she whispers. 

      “What is?”

      “The fact that you’re bleeding all over Vinny’s car!”

      “No, this was Vance’s fault for being a pussy. He should have fought me like a man.” 

      “I shouldn’t have kissed him.”

      “He was trying to go too far. I saw it, Silver.”

      “Shit, I should have kicked his ass.”

      “Silver look at me,” I say softly the reality of the moment hitting me hard. 

      “What?”

      “Look at me.” She slowly turns her head and those big blue eyes burn into my soul. “Never let a man break you, Silver. You can bend to get what you need but never break.” Her eyes widen, her lips part, and tears slowly fill her eyes. 

      “What about you? You want to break me.”

      “Especially me, Silver. Never break.”
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      He doesn’t hate me as much as before. He said that. I don’t know how I feel about that. He’s hated me since the first time he’s saw me.

      “This is bullshit,” I grumble under my breath. Vinny glances over at me.

      “You said he needed stitches,” he snaps. 

      “I wasn’t talking about that asshole.”

      “Then what the hell are you talking about?”

      “Nothing,” I say looking down at my hands. My leg bounces up and down, this is so unlike me. Instead of thinking too much about it, I stand from my seat and head out the door with my phone in hand. I don’t know why I dial his number but I do. 

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Beck. I know you’re pissed at me and all but can you do me a favor?”

      “What?” I sigh knowing he’s mad at me still and I hate myself for that. 

      “Can you come pick me up? I’m at the hospital.”

      “What happened? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Can you just come get me?”

      “I’m leaving now,” he says quickly before hanging up. I look down at the blood stain on my shirt from Cash’s wound. My stomach trembles. 

      “Just going to run out on him?” I close my eyes when I hear Mac’s words. 

      “It’s not like that and we both know it.”

      “He took you there to let Vance scare you.”

      “Job well done. I’m not scared of Vance, Mac,” I say sarcastically. 

      “Are you scared of Cash?” I huff out a laugh and turn to look at him now.

      “Why would I be? He’s harmless. The only thing I have to hurt is my heart and that’s something he will never have.” Mac’s eyes widen a little but the mask slips back into place. 

      “You’re smart, Silver.”

      “Very. But I don’t want your heart.” We both turn to look at Cash as he walks toward us holding his side. 

      “You shouldn’t listen to other people’s conversations.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I glare at him. Not like he cares. He chuckles and steps closer. 

      “Did you really think that’s what I wanted from you?”

      “No. You’re heartless.”

      “You’re right. I am. And I can tell you that as soon as we’re both living under one roof, you’re going to be glad for that fact,” he says his breath dancing over my skin. I can feel him breathing near my ear after he inched closer. That’s when we all hear a car pull in near us. Mac turns to see who it is, I stand still as Cash chuckles under his breath. 

      “Called the boyfriend, huh?”

      “Who else would I call?” Does he have to be so close? And Beck only lives minutes from the hospital it was the obvious choice. 

      “Silver? You okay?” Beck asks as I step back away from Cash. His eyes are darker, almost black as he watches me step into Beck’s waiting arms. 

      “I’m good. Can you just get me out of here?”

      “We could have taken you home,” Vinny sneers. 

      “She doesn’t you need you to. I’m here,” Beck reminds him. I stand closer to Beck, praying he will get the hint and just take me out of here. He does. His hand comes to rest on my lower back as he leads me to the car. Opening the door for me, I climb in. I try not to look out the window at Cash while Beck comes around the car to climb in but I can’t help it. That man is like a fucking magnet. 

      “Whose blood is that?”

      “Cash’s,” I whisper softly. He got stabbed because of me. Beck starts the car and shifts into gear pulling out of the parking lot and onto the main road. 

      “What the hell happened? How did he get hurt?”

      “It was stupid. They took me to some stupid ass party and Cash got stabbed.”

      “Stabbed? What the fuck? I’m going to beat his ass for taking you somewhere like that!” Beck presses the gas causing us to go faster. His anger could be felt throughout the car and I know that’s my fault too. Grabbing my phone, I send a quick text to Jesse telling him to meet me at the apartment. I need familiarity right now. I need someone who knows my past. 

      “Can you drop me off on Sixth Street.”

      “That’s not the best area, Silver.”

      “I know. I’m meeting my mom.” He doesn’t say anything further, just drives. I lay my head back on the seat and close my eyes wondering when all of this became so complicated. It was supposed to be easy. Get in with Brian, get our money back. Now I feel like I’m drowning in a sea of Cash. His scent still lingers all around me, suffocating me. 

      When I feel the car stop, I open my eyes and glance over at Beck. Putting a happy smile on my face, I unbuckle and lean over pressing a kiss to his cheek. 

      “Thanks, Beck. I’ll call you later.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since when what?” I ask confused by his question. 

      “Since when do you call me later? You never call me.” 

      Finally deciding I can’t deal with his drama today either, I nod my head and climb out of the car. It doesn’t take him long to get pissed and speed out of here. I turn and walk the block down to our apartment, and just as I start to walk into the building Jesse is there. 

      “What happened?” he asks nodding toward my shirt. 

      “It’s not mine.” He nods his head and grabs my hand walking us inside. 

      “Hey there,” Rob says from his spot on the steps. 

      “Hey, Rob.” His eyes roam to my shirt before shooting up to my face. “Not mine.” I wink. He shakes his head and we walk past him up to my apartment. Once inside, I strip out of the bloody shirt and toss it aside. 

      “Tell me.” 

      “He’s frustrating!”

      “Why?” Jesse knows about Cash. I tell him everything. 

      “He took me to this party so that his friend could scare me,” I tell him what Mac said. 

      “Why does he want you scared?”

      “Hell if I know! God, I just want to slip my feet into my combat boots and do some shit.” The need to be me, to be Reece is strong today. Jesse walks past me and pulls the closet door open before I can say anything. He’s tossing my black jeans, my boots, and a shirt my way. 

      “What’s this?”

      “This is you getting a break. Let’s do this, Reece. You need a normal day and I’m going to give it to you. Change,” he says nodding toward the clothes. I want to do it badly but I don’t want my mom to be upset. 

      “I don’t know. What if Mom finds out?”

      “Since when do you care what your mom finds out? Fuck her. She’s not so different than they are, Reece, and you know that.” 

      He’s right. She isn’t and I’m eighteen. If I want to go out with my best friend, why shouldn’t I?

      “You’re right.” I pull my bikini top off and toss it to the floor before grabbing my bra and slipping it on. 

      “Changed my mind. Let’s stay here,” he groans adjusting his cock in his jeans. I giggle and pull my shirt on and finish getting dressed. Once I’m fully clothed, I walk into the bathroom and look at myself in the mirror. I gasp. 

      “It’s you.”

      “I don’t know who I am anymore, Jesse. There are days that I feel like I’m really her. But this is me.”

      “You are whoever you want to be, Reece. Don’t let your mom make that choice for you,” he says. 

      I know he’s right but I also know that I need to help her get our money back. I can’t keep scamming people. That was never me, and the fact that I have to do it now is a little unnerving. I don’t mind it because it gets us what we need but I don’t like. I think for a second about what I did to Mac just to pay our rent and my stomach lurches. Mac is the nicest of the group and I fucked him over for money. 

      “I’m such a bitch.”

      “So, you’re a bitch but you’re a bitch that’s doing what needs to be done to survive. Now shut up and come on.” Grabbing my hand, Jesse pulls me out of the apartment and out onto the street. He walks us down the road toward the shitty fair that is down the road. We walk around back and Jesse checks for anyone looking before he jumps the rail and helps me over.

      “What do you want to ride?”

      “We don’t have tickets,” I remind him. He laughs. 

      “Minor technicality. Stay here and look sick,” he says. I roll my eyes as I watch him walk over to the ticket booth and start pointing toward me. That shithead! I bend over pretending to be throwing up when someone rushes toward me. 

      “Are you okay?” I cough a few times before standing back up.

      “I think I swallowed wrong,” I say pretending to catch my breath. Jesses is at my side, wrapping his arm around me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks faking his concern. I can’t stop it, the laughter bursts out of me. 

      “You damn kids!” the woman snaps and turns to walk away. Jesse joins in my laughter when I elbow him in the ribs.

      “Don’t put me on the spot anymore,” I giggle. 

      “You wanted tickets. I got them. Shut up and come on,” he says grabbing my hand and leading me toward the rides. 

      Everyone looks at Jesse as some little punk street kid but I look at him as the best friend I’ve ever had. In the years we were forced to live in the apartment, broke, Jesse has always been there for me. He taught me how to live without money and gave me the best friendship of my life. 

      He turns to look at me and catches me staring at him. 

      “You okay?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever told you but thank you for being here for me.” 

      “I’m not going anywhere, Reece. Not even when you get your old life back. I’ll still be here.” 

      And that slams into my heart like a brick. I reach for him and pull him into the longest hug ever.
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      I crack my neck from side to side ready to get this shit going. I want to head to the bonfire but I already signed up for the race. My nerves have been on edge since the other night. I hated seeing the look in Silver’s eyes but then she left with Beck. That pissed me off a little more. 

      “You sure about this? You seem a little off tonight,” Vinny says pissing me off a little further.

      “What the fuck? I’ve been fine the whole week.” 

      “No, you’ve been a dick the whole week. You mad she’s ignoring you?” Mac chuckles. Asshole. It’s true, though. Silver has ignored me the whole week. I’ve watched her, waited for her to say something, anything but she didn’t. She walked around clinging to Beckett, which made me sick. That’s when I see her. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her standing by the fence watching the races before mine and something sparks my insides. 

      Ignoring the chuckles from the guys, I stalk toward her ready to lay my claim even though in the back of my mind I know I shouldn’t. I know what my dad has planned for them, but if I can get Silver to actually listen to me for a change maybe I can get her to talk to her mom. When I’m close enough, I grab her hand and spin her to face me. Her eyes widen as she takes me in but only for a second. Then she jerks her hand from mine. 

      “What do you want?” 

      That’s a loaded question. There are so many things that I want but the one that comes out of my mouth shocks us both. “You.” 

      Silver rolls her eyes and tries to walk past me but I stop her with my hand on her stomach. I shove her back a step so that she has to look at me. 

      “What are you doing, Cash? We can’t be doing this.”

      “Why not? You can’t tell me there isn’t anything between us,” I tell her. She knows she feels this connection we have. It’s been months of this shit. Months!

      “There isn’t. I have a boyfriend, Cash.”

      “You had a boyfriend when you were drunk and fucking me in my room, Silver. Did you forget that part?” I growl. Something’s holding her back and if I find out it’s Beckett I’ll ruin him. I will make him regret being born. 

      “Our parents are getting married. Isn’t that incest?” She smirks up at me. 

      “You’re pushing your luck with me, Silver. Race with me,” I tell her although I don’t know why. I never let anyone ride with me when I race. No one, not even the guys, and here I am breaking the rules for her. 

      “Race with you? Have you lost your mind?”

      “No. Race with me. I want to see you get yourself off again.” There’s a challenge I know she won’t refuse. She likes fast cars and she likes to fuck. If I can push her into that car with me, I can watch her enjoy the quickness and getting herself off. Why I’m so stuck on her, I don’t know. I see things in her, so many things that I fucking want even if I can’t have them. I’ll take them. 

      “You’re being really random right now, Cash, and I don’t think I like it.” 

      “Why not? Afraid you might actually like getting off in the lambo with me again?” Her eyes remain locked on mine as she steps into my space. She presses her hand to my chest and slowly runs it down my abs to my cock. She knows what she’s doing to me. 

      “No, because I already know I’ll like. I just don’t want to give you the satisfaction of seeing me come all over your car again.” She squeezes my cock and that bastard leaps to life under her hand. I reach up and grab the back of her head, pulling her lips to mine. I thrust my tongue into her mouth, toying with hers when she moans. Just like I thought, she feels this connection before I even get my lips on her. I groan as her hand tightens around my cock. When I pull my lips from hers she’s breathless and her lips swollen. 

      “Race with me.” 

      “Fine but if you don’t win I’m telling the whole school you can’t fuck.” I laugh as she turns and strolls toward my car. I figure this is when I’m going to tell her about my dad’s plans. She won’t have a choice but to listen to me. 

      The guys all snicker as they see her climb in the passenger seat but I just flip them off and climb in. Silver buckles as she adjusts her little skirt. 

      “Are you going to come all over my seat again?” I growl before I reach over and grab her thigh. Slowly I drag my hand up farther until I find what I want. The car vibrates as it idles when I find her without panties. I raise my eyebrow when I feel it. 

      “You think you’re something special, don’t you, Cash?”

      “I know what I am. Can you say the same?” I see the flicker of something in her eyes just before she moans. My finger finds her clit and I slowly roll it around when the horn sounds for the race. I pull my hand free and shift in my seat. Pulling up to the line, I glance over at Silver and grin. 

      “You ready?” She nods her head, shifts in her seat so she can widen her legs. Her hand slips between her thighs and I find myself wishing it was my tongue down there, not her hand. 

      I look up as Rocky, the guy who organizes these races, signals to me. I nod my head and he looks to the asshole next to me. Then I see the lights go off. Red, yellow, green. 

      We take off, Silver’s heading jerking back in the seat. I shift gears like a goddamn pro watching her and the road at the same time. Her lips part as she fingers herself. I lick my lips, check for the other car, and accelerate. 

      “Come on, Silver. Fucking come so we can win this race,” I urge her on. She groans but there’s something off with her. She isn’t getting there. I shift once more before reaching for her. I grab her thigh and she glances over at me. 

      “I can fuck you with my fingers or you can come all over my cock. Ladies choice.” At first I think I pissed her off but then she unbuckles her seatbelt. It’s dangerous, driving at one hundred and twenty miles per hour. We could wreck. We could die but the thrill of having her on my cock outweighs that thought. I shift in my seat making room for her. Watching the road, Silver climbs over into my lap. She reaches between us and undoes my jeans before slipping my cock inside of her. She moans and fuck is it hot. 

      “We could wreck,” I tell her as she sucks on my neck. Fuck! That feels so damn good. Silver rotates her hips and I feel like I’m high as hell. I reach for the shifter and shift once more. The speed, the anticipation, the way she’s clenching around me is like nothing I’ve ever felt before. I take the corner, making a U-turn to head back to the finish line. I know we’re winning this race, the other asshole hasn’t even made it all the way down yet. I shift the gears again, taking off as she pants. 

      “Come on, Silver. Get us there!” I growl at her. Her pussy clenches, her body tenses, and she explodes around me. I come inside of her; burst after burst, I fill her. 

      Flying past the finish line, I slowly down shift before coming to a stop about three blocks away from the finish line. Turning my head, I suck her flesh into my mouth as she pants. 

      “That was sexy as fuck,” she whispers in my ear. 

      “I need to talk to you about my dad.”

      “Jesus, Cash! I told you I didn’t fuck your dad,” she snaps as she climbs off my lap. She reaches for my sweatshirt and cleans between her thighs. I just grin at her. She’s so…different from other girls. 

      “I wasn’t talking about that. Listen, my dad isn’t what you think he is.”

      “I think he’s a man.”

      “Silver, I mean it. He doesn’t love your mom,” I tell her. She snorts a laugh and glances over at me. 

      “You think I don’t know that part? This is all bullshit.”

      “What’s wrong, sis, don’t want to live with me?” Silver rolls her eyes and climbs out of the car as Mac, Vinny, and some of the other guys jog toward us. Her though? Silver walks away as if nothing happened between us. 

      “Damn, Cash! That was fucking epic, man!” Mac roars. 

      “You like that?” I smirk. 

      “Fuck yes! You ready to hit the bonfire?” I nod my head as I look around for Silver but I don’t see her anywhere. 

      “How did she get here?” I ask anyone that has an answer for me. 

      “Beckett,” one of the other guys tells me. I huff out a breath but I know by the end of the night she’ll be riding home with me, if not on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Silver

      

      

      

      I wander around the fire watching people and letting Cash’s words linger in my mind. I already knew he didn’t love her. After the conversation me and him had not long ago, I know I shouldn’t go anywhere near Cash but that magnetic pull keeps tugging me back to him. Something about being in his arms feels right even if I know what will happen if his dad finds out. My heart is at war with my head and that’s another problem I have no answer to. 

      “What are you doing over here all alone?” I look over my shoulder to find Vinny standing there. 

      “Can I ask you something?” He nods his head and I debate even asking him. Of the three of them, Vin has been the least accepting of me. 

      “Ask, Silver.”

      “You don’t like me. Why?”

      “I didn’t say I didn’t like you. I don’t like who Cash is when he isn’t with you. There’s a difference.” I’m shocked when he actually says that. I don’t know how Cash acts when I’m not around. 

      “What’s he like?”

      “He’s off. His focus is off. He’s a dick. I don’t know how to explain this to you, Silver. I think the boy has fallen for you.” Now I laugh. Cash St. Clair has not fallen for me. He’s fallen for her and that thought alone rips my heart out. 

      “I think you’re wrong there. He likes that he can fuck me and then treat me like shit and I come back for more.”

      “Then why come back for more, Silver?” There’s a question I don’t have an answer for. 

      “I don’t know. Can I ask you something else?” He nods. “If you knew doing something could get someone hurt, would you stop?”

      “Depends on the situation,” he says stepping closer to me. His hand comes up to wrap around my throat just like Cash does. “If this has anything to do with Cash or Mac, and something happens to them…” He trails off not needing to tell me what he would do. I already know. I nod my head and he releases me just as Cash walks up. The air thickens when he’s around and I can’t explain what it does to me. 

      “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I need to go find Beck.” I start to walk away when Cash grabs me and pulls me into him. His lips are so close to mine that I want to taste them but I know I shouldn’t. If I were smart, I wouldn’t but I suppose I’m not as smart as I thought I was because I let him lean down and kiss me. This kiss is different. It’s rougher. He’s staking his claim of my mouth, my body, my whole fucking being and I don’t know how to react to that. I know what Brian said but fuck, how can I stay away from Cash?

      “Let’s get a drink before the game starts,” he says. I nod my head unsure why and let him lead me toward the coolers. Cash grabs two beers, passing me one. I take a long pull even though I hate beer for the most part. 

      “Where’s your head at?”

      “I don’t know.” 

      “You want to talk about it?” Cash asks. I turn to full face him. That was a bad move. Why is he so fucking gorgeous?

      “Are we sharing feelings now, Cash?” I snap. I can’t do this. I can’t have him hurt because of me. Taking a deep breath, I walk away from him once more and this time he lets me. When I see Beck, I head straight for him. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I nuzzle my face into his shirt. His arms immediately go around me, holding me to him as tears fill my eyes. I will them to stay away but I don’t know if that’s going to happen. 

      “What happened?”

      “I just don’t know anymore, Beck. What am I doing?” I sob into his chest. My body trembles with each breath I take. 

      “Come on,” he says pulling me along with him. I gladly do because at this point, I have no other choice. I need to think. I need… I don’t know what I need. 

      Beck pulls us over to the back of someone’s truck and helps me onto the tailgate. I look out and see all the other people getting ready for the football game. Giant lights have been set up all around the fake field and guys slowly begin to gather. Some I notice are from school while others must be from their rival. Right in the middle is him. I reach up and swipe the tears from my cheeks. 

      “This is what they do?” I ask Beck nodding toward the field. 

      “Yeah, I’m a little shocked that they’re playing,” he adds nodding toward the three. I watch them as Cash pulls his shirt over his head and tosses it to the side. 

      Not long after, the game starts. The guys go at it roughly, slamming each other to the ground. Cash isn’t bad, neither is Mac. I watch them go at it and eventually find myself cheering them on. 

      “Run!” I scream when Cash gets the ball. He runs toward the end of the field, getting the touchdown. I leap off the tailgate and scream louder. This isn’t like me either. I don’t get into this shit. Cash looks over at gives me a wink as my smile slowly fades. I can see him trying to figure out what the hell is going on inside of my head but I will never tell him. I can’t. He wouldn’t believe me even if I did. That’s his dad. 

      “Well that was interesting,” Beck comments but I ignore him. Just as I’m about to climb back onto the tailgate sounds rip through the night. Lights bust, people scream and run. 

      “Silver!” I hear Cash’s voice calling my name but I’m being pushed to the ground by Beck already. 

      “What’s happening?” I scream as more people run nearly trampling us. I try to shove Beck off me but my ears ring as more shots are fired. 

      “Silver! Where the fuck are you?” I hear Cash’s voice sounding frantic once more. 

      “She’s over here,” Beck screams. In seconds, I’m jerked out from under Beck and pulled into Cash’s strong arms. He holds me tightly against his chest, the rapid beat of his heart under my ear.

      “What’s happening, Cash?” 

      “I don’t know. Someone’s shooting. We need to go.” He starts to pull me but I stop. 

      “No! Beck!” 

      “I’m good, Silver. Get out of here,” he calls out to me before turning and running. Cash grabs my hand in his and pulls me as he runs. It’s not that I’m slow but Jesus he is fast.

      “Cash!” I scream his name as I try to keep up. He doesn’t listen just keeps running. 

      I’m out of breath by the time we get to the car. Cash throws the door open and shoves me in before moving to the other side. 

      “Buckle up,” he says quickly but I don’t move. Someone was shooting at a damn bonfire? What kind of place is this? Maybe Jackson Hills isn’t where we should be. What if someone was hit? When I don’t move, Cash does. He growls as he reaches across and buckles me in. Then he takes off. 

      “Mac and Vinny?” I finally ask when we’re on the road hauling ass out of there. 

      “Grab my phone,” he says nodding toward his pocket. I reach over and slide it out shocked that he’s letting me touch his phone. I slide it to life and find Mac’s number first. 

      “We’re good, Cash.” 

      “It’s Silver. We’re okay too.” I hear him let out a breath. 

      “Thank fuck. We’ll meet you at Cash’s.”

      “Okay.” The line goes dead just as a text flashes across his screen. The number says unknown but there’s a picture attached. I peek over at Cash but he’s busy driving. Deciding to click on it, I gasp as soon as it opens. 

      “You took pictures of me,” I say softly. Vomit burns the back of my throat as I try to swallow it back down. No, why would he do that? 

      “What?” 

      “You fucking took pictures of me! You asshole!”
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      I skid into the driveway and as soon as the car stops, Silver is out, rushing inside. I’m confused. I don’t know what the hell just happened here. I grab my phone after she threw it in the seat and pull up what she was looking at. A picture of her, legs spread in the front seat of my car is plastered to my screen. The number has been blocked and I have no idea who sent this or how they got it. 

      I’m about to lose my shit, tugging at my hair when Mac and Vinny pull in. They climb out and come toward me when I throw the passenger door open and drop to my knees. 

      “What the hell are you doing? Your car hit?”

      “No. Worse,” I growl as I stick my hand under the dash and feel. Just when I think I’m losing my fucking mind, I feel something that shouldn’t be there. I grab it and pull it free before standing back up. Anger surges inside of me when I spin to face them. 

      “Someone was fucking with my car.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Silver saw a picture on my phone after calling you guys. It was of her in my goddamn car!”

      “That’s a camera,” Mac adds. 

      “No shit. How the fuck did it get in my car?” None of us have an answer. I noticed dad’s car wasn’t here so he isn’t home yet but I wonder if Priscilla is. They moved some of their clothes here but that’s about it considering we have everything else they need. 

      I storm in the front door and up the stairs while the guys follow. I’m pissed, no, I’m beyond pissed that someone did this shit. Storming down the hall, I grab her door handle but it’s locked. So I do what I do. I bang on the fucking door. 

      “Open the fucking door, Silver.”

      “Fuck you! You are sick, do you know that?” she screams back. I bang the door a few more times but she still doesn’t open it. 

      “I’ll break this motherfucker down, Silver!” I’ll do it too. She needs to know I didn’t do this to her. I wouldn’t. Just when I think about busting it down, she throws it open. I stalk in and watch her as she walks away, toward her window. She’s stripped out of her regular clothes and stands there in a pair of boy shorts and a tight tank top. My eyes move over her body unable to look away. 

      “You see this shit? I didn’t do it, Silver,” I growl throwing the camera in her direction. She glances down at the thing lying on the floor by her feet. 

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a camera,” Mac says stepping into the room. He walks over and picks it up, examining it. “Not a cheap one either.”

      “How do I know you didn’t plant that shit there? It’s your car!” Silver roars from across the room. 

      I take a few long strides until I’m standing in front of her. Grabbing her chin roughly in my hand, I bring her face to mine. My lips could claim hers all over again but that’s not what this about. This is about her trust that I felt like I was slowly gaining and now it’s gone. 

      “I didn’t put a camera in my car, Silver. Why would I need a photo when I can strip you naked and have the real thing?” I can see the look in her eyes. She knows I’m not lying. 

      “Then who would?” Her voice is lower, softer than normal and I can tell this is hurting her. Someone out there has a picture of my girl on their phone. Rage simmers inside of me and the thought of killing someone crosses my mind. What the hell? My girl? That’s the thought I just had.

      “I don’t know, baby, but I’ll find out. Okay? I’ll handle this.” She nods her head before she realizes what I said. Then she slaps my hand away and steps away from me. 

      “Baby? What the fuck, Cash?”

      “Oh, shit’s about to get real,” Mac hums. 

      “That’s what you are. You’re mine, Silver!” The growl that rips out of me startles her a little. 

      “Like hell I am! We fucked, Cash. That doesn’t give you claim over me.”

      “Here it comes,” Mac sing songs once more. 

      “We fucked? That’s all it was to you?”

      “You’re damn right that’s all it was!” 

      “And there it is.” Mac once more. I should beat the shit out of him. 

      “Okay. Fuck this shit. I’m tired of chasing your ass, Silver. You want to go back to me hating you? Is that what you want?”

      “That’s all there is,” she snaps back. What the hell is with this girl?

      Grabbing the camera from Mac I storm out of her room and down the hall to mine. I slam the door shut behind me and drop onto the bed. Grabbing a joint from the drawer, I light it up. Fuck this day. Fuck all of this. I can’t believe someone actually fucking messed with my car, my girl. And fuck what Silver says, she’s mine. 

      “You good?” Vinny asks as he steps into my room. 

      “Does it look like it? Someone fucked with my car, Vin.” 

      “Who the hell would do that shit?”

      “I don’t know, man. It’s so messed up.”

      “Yeah it is. And the fucking shooting? That had to be them, right?”

      “It sure as hell wasn’t Jackson Hills.” He nods his head knowing I’m right. We might play dirty but we don’t play that dirty. We don’t shoot at other teams. 

      “I’m sure the sheriff will get them but this?” I say raising the camera. 

      “Yeah, she’s pissed. She just left.” I look up as Mac walks into my room and speaks. 

      “Where the hell did she go?” I’m off the bed when he steps closer to me, pressing a hand against my chest. 

      “You need to calm that caveman shit down. I don’t understand this stuff between you and her but she needs a little space, Cash.” 

      Fury rips through my chest and the thought of punching my best friend works through my system. She’s making me crazy. She has my head a fucking mess and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. She gets under my skin whether I want her to or not. 

      I run my hand through my hair and take another drag from my joint blowing smoke into the air. I need to be calm and rational to figure this out. 

      “She’s got your balls, doesn’t she?” Mac chuckles. I flip him off and continue to pace the room trying to think of anyone who could have done this. I come up blank every single time. 

      “Are you going to talk to your dad about this?” Vin asks. I nod, take another drag. 

      “He’s got people that can help check into this shit.” 

      “Hello?” I hear Priscilla’s voice and roll my eyes. Strolling out of the room, I walk down the hall just as she’s coming up the stairs. 

      “Hey, Cash. Have you seen, Silver? We got a call about someone shooting down at the bonfire.” She seems genuinely concerned about her daughter, which is kind of nice to see. My dad doesn’t really give a shit. He puts up a front like he does. 

      “She’s with a friend. She’s okay though, I saw her.” Mac. Of course he would come in to save the day. 

      “Thank God. And you boys are okay?” she asks watching us all to see a reaction. She won’t get one from me.

      “We’re fine.”

      “What is that? Are you smoking weed?” she asks narrowing her eyes at me. I have to fight the smirk that tries to tug across my face. 

      “Dad knows, step-mommy, so calm down.”

      “Don’t you dare talk to me like that!” she snaps just as the man himself comes into view. Fuck. 

      “What’s going on here?” he asks looking between us while slipping his arm around her. Bastard. 

      “Your son is rude!”

      “What the fuck?” I snap. My dad glances between the two of us once more, his eye turning to ice. 

      “I’m so sorry, Priscilla,” he says pressing a kiss to her temple before his evil eyes find me. “Meet me in my office.” Another long drag and I pass the joint to Mac. 

      “You want us to hang around?”

      “Yeah. I might need an alibi.”
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      The sound of sirens blasting through the silent night rips through my chest. An ominous eerie feeling creeps down my spine. I don’t know what is wrong, but whatever it is, it’s terribly wrong.

      After I left, I went for a walk. I thought about going to see Beck but it didn’t seem right. Now I’m watching as police cars, ambulances, and fire trucks race past me. Something inside of me surges and I take off running. My heart thunders in my chest as I push myself faster. That’s when I hear it. My mom screaming. 

      “Mom!” I scream as I race toward the house. When it comes into view, so do all the vehicles that were racing past me. My heart pumps faster as I run up to her. A stretcher rolls past me with a sheet over someone. Cash! God no. 

      “Mom?” I ask, glancing over at her. That’s when I see him walking out of the house. Everything else fades. It’s as if no one else is here. My lips part, tears fall down my cheeks as I run and leap into his arms. I wrap my arms around Cash’s neck and breathe him in. In this moment, I realize just how much he means to me. 

      “I thought it was you,” I sob into his neck. He’s stiff but he’s still holding onto me tightly. Something else is wrong. I can feel it. Mac and Vinny come out looking sick to their stomachs but I can’t let go of Cash. 

      “I’m okay, Silver.” But he’s not okay. There’s blood on his shirt, bruises and a cut on his face. And his affect is all wrong.

      “What happened? What’s going on?” I still don’t want to let him go but I know I have to. I pull back slightly when two officers walk up. They pull Cash out of my arms.

      “No! What are you doing?” Rushing toward him, Cash grabs my face in his hands, leaning down to press his lips to mine. He kisses me quickly and roughly before whispering against my lips. 

      “Stay with the guys until this is all over.”

      “What’s over?” 

      “Stay with them,” Cash growls. The cops pull him away as confusion shakes me. 

      “He killed him! You’re hugging all over him and he killed his dad!” 

      My head spins as I turn to look at my mom. Her face is full of anger, tears spilling down her cheeks. I don’t understand any of this. Mac grabs me and pulls me into his arms, holding me against his hard body. I don’t know if this is shock or what it is, but I feel numb. 

      “Did he… did Cash…”

      “Shut up, Silver.”

      “Answer me, Mac!” I scream trying to pull away from him but he doesn’t let me. He holds me tighter even as I try to fight him. Finally, I break free of his hold and run toward the police car where they have Cash. This is all a mess. 

      “Cash!” I scream his name and fall to my knees as the cars pull away. I can feel the guys behind me as sobs rip through my body. After a few minutes, I’m lifted off the ground only to see my mom scowling at me. Mac walks me back inside when she approaches. 

      “We need to talk,” she says and I already know what this is about. I nod my head and Mac and Vinny walk away. Mom grabs my arm and leads me into the living room before we sit on the couch. 

      “He’s dead.”

      “No shit. I saw that.”

      “And you’re crying over his murderer! What the hell, Silver? We’re never going to get our money back now.” That’s it. I knew it. That’s all she cares about - that she lost her money. Not that someone lost their life, not that I’m currently falling apart inside. No, it’s all about the money to her. 

      “I can’t do this right now.”

      “Are you sleeping with him?”

      “Mom, please,” I nearly beg. I’m exhausted and now this?

      “You are! Jesus, Silver. We had a plan. Don’t you get that it’s all ruined now?” Tears drip from her lashes, falling down her cheeks. I hate to see my mom cry. I hate to see her so upset but Brian is dead. He’s never coming back and I don’t know where that leaves us. 

      “We have to go,” she says quickly, swiping the tears from her cheeks. 

      “Go? Go where?”

      “Back to the apartment. We need to think. We need to figure out what to do next. We weren’t married yet, this is a mess.”

      “What? No. I’m not leaving here.”

      “What are you we doing then, Silver? We have no money,” she hisses. Then something must hit her because a sick grin tugs across her face. “It will all go to him, to Cash. We can still do this, Silver. All we have to do is get Cash to marry you instead of Brian marrying me.” I hear someone clear their throat and my heart nearly stops in my chest. 

      “Hey, Cash wanted me to make sure that you stayed here,” Mac says. I nod my head and stand from the couch having enough of this conversation. 

      “We need to talk, Silver!” my mom snaps at me. 

      “I’m done talking.” Ignoring her pleas, I walk up the stairs and down the hall. Vinny’s leaning against the wall while Mac follows me. I ignore them both and walk into Cash’s room, grabbing the first t-shirt I can find. I don’t care that they’re in here either. I pull my shirt off, tug my bra down my arms before removing my shorts. I pull Cash’s shirt over my head and inhale the scent of him. Then I walk over and climb in his bed, snuggling under the blankets. 

      “He really did it?” I ask looking over at them. Mac nods and shifts from foot to foot. “He was abusive.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I saw him once. His ribs were bruised up. I saw the bruises before that but I didn’t know,” I say softly as my heart breaks in my chest a little more. 

      “He put the camera in the car, Silver.”

      “What?” My eyes move to Vinny’s. He nods his head and moves to sit on the edge of the bed. 

      “Heard him say it when they were arguing. Cash was pissed and went after him. Brian pulled a gun and they fought over it.” I watch his throat as he swallows hard. He doesn’t know what to say either and I understand. His best friend may be going to prison for killing his dad. I hiccup a sob when Mac climbs on the bed and crawls toward me. He wraps me in his arms as I cry. 

      “He’s going to be fine. This will all go away, I promise.”

      “You can’t know that. He killed his dad.”

      “We have good lawyers, Silver. Don’t underestimate us,” Vinny snarls. Mac cuts him a look that says he better stop his shit but I get it. I understand why he’s the way he is. His friend just went to jail. I feel numb knowing that everything we were doing has gone downhill but I also hate that I hurt Cash in the process.

      My stomach cramps and the urge to vomit rushes me. I leap from the bed and run to the bathroom. Hugging the toilet, I lose everything I ate earlier. Tears burn my eyes as vomit burns my throat. I hear the water turn on and then a rag is placed on the back of my neck. I sigh and rest my face on my hand. 

      “You okay?” Mac asks running his hand up and down my back. 

      “He did it because of me.” 

      “Not all of it, no.”

      “He was using me too.” 

      “Who?”

      “Brian.” 

      “What the fuck do you mean?” Mac roars. 

      “He told me to stay away from Cash or he would hurt him. I never said anything, Mac. Awhile back he pulled me aside and warned me. He said he could make things happen and I believed him. That could have been Cash on that stretcher,” I cry harder now. Mac curses under his breath before he drops down and lifts me off the floor. He carries me to the bed and gently places me down before pulling the covers over me. 

      “Just rest, Silver. He’s going to be fine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cash

      

      

      

      I shake my lawyer’s hand and roll my shoulders as I walk out to Mac’s car. This is bullshit. It’s all a mess. Yeah, I pulled the trigger but I had good reason. 

      “You ready to go home?” Mac asks. 

      I look in the car but I don’t see Silver and my stomach drops. I wouldn’t doubt it if she left again. I couldn’t even blame her if she did. 

      “She’s at the house. She’s worn out,” Vinny adds.

      “Who’s with her?” If they left her alone, I will lose my shit. 

      “Beckett’s there. He heard what happened and wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      “You let that motherfucker in my house? With her?” I roar drawing attention. Mac shoves me back a step and raises his finger, pointing at me. 

      “She’s a mess, Cash! You want to end up back in there for losing it right now? Or do you want to go home to your girl? Because that’s exactly what she is. She’s yours, man! She doesn’t want anyone else.”

      “How the hell do you know that? She was with Beckett before,” I challenge him while crossing my arms over my chest. When it comes to Silver, I lose myself. I lose all of me for her and I can’t seem to care. 

      “Yeah, I don’t really believe that. Let’s just go.” Vinny is short with his answers and I get it. All I’ve thought about was Silver and what my dad was doing to her behind her back. Stealing pieces of her without her even knowing and selling them on the internet. I couldn’t believe that he’d actually admit to it. The thought alone pissed me off. 

      I climb in the car but no one speaks. I don’t think I want to talk about it right now anyway. My mind is a mess. I no longer have a dad. He wasn’t the best dad, but still. I killed him. I drop my head into my hands as we drive wondering what the hell is going to happen next. I need to get someone online to find those photos and get rid of them. Anger still surges inside of me, only now stronger with more violence and venom. It eats at me. The fact that he would actually do this to her pisses me off more. 

      We pull up at the house and I see the cleaners already here. I’m thankful for the guys. We’d do anything for each other. Even cleaning up the other’s messes. I walk in and something hits me in the chest. He isn’t here. He isn’t going to be coming back here. He’s never going to walk through those doors again. It’s a hard pill to swallow knowing that I’m the reason for that. Pain stings my chest but I push it aside. While I mourn the loss of the man he could have been, he had an evil streak within him that was often focused on me. He was abusive for years. He was a bad man who deserved everything he got, but at what cost to me? To her? 

      I walk quickly toward the steps ready to get out of these clothes. As I pass his office, I look away. It wasn’t completely my fault. He pulled the gun, the guys can vouch for that. They did vouch for that. 

      Opening my bedroom door, I come face to face with Beckett. Not the first person I wanted to see but I jerk my head toward the door letting him know I need to talk to him. He looks back at my bed where I assume Silver is still sleeping. I can’t bring myself to look at her just yet. My heart isn’t ready for that. 

      “You’re okay?” Beckett asks when he steps into the hall. I nod. 

      “I’m fine. Is she okay?”

      “She cried herself to sleep after she threw up four times. She hasn’t woken up yet,” he says. 

      “Thank you. For being here with her.”

      “I don’t know the dynamics of any of this but I know she has a good heart. Don’t break it, Cash.”

      “Didn’t plan on it.” With that he nods his head and walks down the hall. I don’t watch him go. He’s not the one weighing on my heart and mind. It’s her. Always her. I need to feel her, be close to her. There’s an undeniable need for this girl that I can’t explain. 

      I close the door behind me and sigh. There she is. The girl I fucking killed for. I don’t know when it happened or why I feel like she’s worth so much but it’s there. And I don’t plan on letting her go. Not now. Not ever.

      I pull my clothes off and toss them in a pile of the floor before climbing into bed next to her. Reaching over, I pull her body closer to mine, needing to feel her warmth wrapped around me. 

      “Cash?” she whispers tiredly into the night without opening her eyes.

      “I’m here. Just sleep, baby.” She groans and rolls over, nuzzling her face under my neck. She feels perfect. Like everything’s exactly where it’s meant to be. 

      “I’m sorry,” she whispers, her warm breath teasing my flesh. 

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Everything is my fault.”

      “Stop, Silver. This was all on me,” I remind her. 

      “Will you kiss me? Hate me tomorrow but please kiss me now.” Her begging shreds me. So I give her what she wants. I roll her over onto her back and climb up, hovering over her. Gripping her face in my hands, I lean down and press my lips to her soft ones. Hot tears stream down her cheeks. I brush them away with my thumbs but I keep kissing her sweet lips. My cock grows harder between her thighs and even though tonight is completely fucked, I want her. 

      “Silver?” I whisper her name. Her eyes slowly open locking with mine. I swallow hard and I thrust my hips a little, letting her feel me. Her hands wrap around my back, her nails digging into my flesh. She opens her legs wider and invites me in. I slip inside of her with a groan and she wraps her legs around my waist. Slow deep thrusts cause her lips to part. Each little whimper that leaves her lips makes me harder. I lean down and bite her jaw softly before licking my way down to her neck. Sucking the flesh into my mouth, I moan at the taste of her. Somehow, someway she has become everything I need in life. She’s pushed me and I’ve bent her but she never broke. Maybe I’m the one breaking. 

      Rolling my hips, I get deeper inside of her. My mind drifts to thoughts of us together, our future. Everything I want is wrapped up inside this girl and right now I vow to myself to be everything she needs. 

      “Cash. Oh God,” she cries out as I pump into her faster. She’s silky and perfect wrapped around me like this. If I could live my life just like this it would be everything but I know I need to tell her what’s happening, what he did. Even the thought of telling her shreds me inside. I don’t want her to know, to hurt because of him. 

      “Come on, Silver. Fucking come with me,” I beg her. I have no problem begging her for what we both need. She clenches around me and that’s it. We both explode, losing ourselves in each other. I gasp for air before pulling out of her and flopping over onto the bed. Silver shifts and comes closer, resting her head on my chest. 

      “He had more photos of you. He told me before shit went down. That’s why I lost it. He was posting them online for money.”

      “What?” she asks shocked. 

      “I’m going to get people on it, pulling them all down. I promise.”

      “Why did he do that?”

      “Power, money. Greed. Same reason he did all the things he’s done.” I feel her stiffen with my words and wonder what the hell is running through her head. Then she shifts and sits up, running her hand through her hair. 

      “This isn’t me.”

      “What?”

      “This isn’t me!” she screams louder. She slips out of bed, pulling my t-shirt over her head as she paces, dragging her hand through her hair. I watch her move, the look on her face. Whatever she’s about to say I’m not going to like. A sick chill runs down my spine as I shove myself up to sit. 

      “What are you talking about, Silver?”

      “Reece.” 

      “What?”

      “Reece. My real name is Reece!” she snaps, teary eyes coming to meet mine. I’m confused. I don’t get it. She’s been lying to me?

      “You’re no better than he was.”

      “You don’t get it. Your dad, he fucking stole from us!”

      “What?” I don’t get it. I shove off my bed and stand, grabbing my jeans and pulling them on as I watch her. 

      “Your dad. He dated my mom years ago. He took everything. One night and he took it all. He got her drunk and she signed it all over to him. We’ve been fighting like hell to get it back. All those fucking years! All the surgeries!” 

      “Surgeries? Silver, I don’t get it. I don’t understand what you’re saying here,” I tell her tugging at my own hair now. With a sigh, she slowly turns to face me, her eyes wild, her body trembling. 

      “We used men. We would get them drunk and steal from them. That’s the only way we could afford to live after what your dad did. He took everything, Cash. We both had surgeries to change out looks.”

      “Wait, you’re only eighteen, Silver. What the hell?”

      “She said that it’s what we had to do to get our lives back so I did it. It hurt, God did it hurt, but she was so excited and there was so much life in her eyes that I couldn’t ruin it for her,” she sobs. 

      “And her? How the hell did my dad not recognize either of you?”

      “She dated a surgeon for a while. He did most of the work on us,” she shakes her head looking disgusted with herself which she should be. “Your dad, he never really saw me. I mean, he did a few times but his focus was always on my mom.”

      “He knew what he was doing. That’s what he does. He stole from unsuspecting women.” Even saying the words burns like acid on my tongue but Silver’s been lying to me the whole time. 

      “This isn’t me. Yes, we had money and all that but this isn’t me, Cash. I love the color black. I love ripped jeans and t-shirts, my hair is naturally dark. I’m not a Barbie doll.” Tears roll down her cheeks and a part of me wants to go to her and hold her but the other part wants to slit her goddamn throat. How could she lie this whole time?

      “So you planned your revenge?”

      “It wasn’t so much revenge. It was getting what was hers to begin with. She wanted her life back.”

      “And you? You thought you’d play me and my dad? You see what that got you? He’s dead, Silver! I fucking killed him for you!” Anger washes over me at the thought of all the lies. 

      “I didn’t plan on loving you, Cash!”

      “Don’t say that. Don’t say that shit to me, Silver. You’re a liar. You’ve lied this whole time. I want you both out of this house!” 

      She doesn’t even argue with me, which is unusual for her. Silver always argues. She likes to fight me but not this time. All she does is bend down, grab her clothes, and walk out of my room, out my life like she was never in it to begin with.
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      I lie on the old worn out mattress in the dingy apartment. Tears haven’t stopped flowing in days and the more I tried to stop them the worse it was. The pain is real and I can’t make it stop. The fact he didn’t even look my way nearly killed me inside. 

      “You have to go to school.”

      “No, I don’t. I can’t go back there,” I tell her. She doesn’t care. She still has her mind set on getting even with Brian even though he’s dead and in the ground. They buried him and I had the balls to stand back and watch from afar. I watched Cash mostly. He didn’t even look sad although I know somewhere deep down he has to be. His dad may have been a piece of shit but he was still his dad. 

      “You’re going, Silver. Now get up, Beckett will be waiting.” Hearing her say that, I throw my legs over the side of the bed and climb out. I go through the motions of getting ready but I feel like a fucking zombie. Sleep has been basically nonexistent the last few days. I beg for it to come but it never does. All I can see is the look in Cash’s eyes when I told him the truth. My mom still holds out hope that Cash will be the key to getting her life back, but I don’t see it happening. In fact, I don’t even care about the money at this point. I don’t care about anything. 

      “Have a good day,” she coos as I stalk out the door. Rod says something that I ignore and keep walking. I walk all the way to the bus stop and wait. Turning my head when I hear it coming, I sigh. I don’t want to go back. I don’t know that I can face him but I climb the steps and find my seat quickly. 

      The ride to the next stop isn’t long, and just like my mom said Beck is standing there waiting on me. I can’t even begin to explain the look on his face when I glance up at him. I burst into tears and he runs across the street pulling me into his arms. 

      “It’s okay,” he says running his hand up and down my back trying his best to soothe me. It doesn’t work. I break down, trembling in his arms. 

      “I’m so sorry, Beck,” I cry. 

      “It’s okay, Silver. It’s okay.”

      “It’s not. I used you. I used you because of her and I hate her for it. I hate me for it.” 

      “We used each other. I knew something was going on, Silver. I didn’t know what but I still used you too,” he whispers. 

      “How?”

      “You were my fake girlfriend. That was just as much to my advantage as it was yours. I had the hottest girl at school remember?” His chest rumbles with laughter but I’m falling apart. 

      “I don’t know what to do anymore. Tell me what to do,” I beg through the cries ripping through my soul. 

      “I don’t have an answer for that but I think you being here is the right thing. You need to finish school. You deserve that much. Come on, let’s clean you up.” Beck keeps his arms around me as he leads me across the street and into his house. Then he takes me into the bathroom and sits me on the edge of the massive tub. I watch him as he turns and grabs a rag, wetting it before coming back to face me. Gently he reaches for my face, cupping it in his palm and wiping my eyes. Something about this feels so off but so right. Beck’s eyes dance between mine and the thought of kissing him almost become a reality, but I know in my heart I can’t do that to him. To me. I won’t use him again when my heart belongs to someone else.

      “I don’t know how to thank you and say sorry at the same time. You’ve become one of my best friends and I hate that I ruined that.” Beck drops the rag and grabs my face in both hands. 

      “You didn’t ruin it. I knew from the beginning it was all fake but our friendship isn’t, Silver. It never was.”

      “I…” Instead of letting me reply, he pulls me up and into his arms. His hugs have become one of the things I can’t live without. His arms protect me, keep me safe. I nuzzle into his chest and let him hold me for a long time. 

      “We should get going.” 

      “I think I’m pregnant.” The words just exploded from my mouth before I could stop them. Beck doesn’t move but I feel his muscles bunch. 

      “We’ll go to the store before school. Okay?” I nod my head not wanting to let go of him but I know I need to. I’ve already fucked up my life, I don’t need to mess up his anymore than I already have. I reluctantly pull away from him and let him lead me across the street to his car. I climb in and relax into the seat when I all feel is anything but relaxed. My body is tense as Beck climbs in and starts the car. He reaches over and I turn to glance at him. 

      “Everything is going to be fine, Silver.”

      “Not if that test is positive.”

      “Even if it’s positive, we got this, Silver.” 

      “Did you hear about everything?” 

      He clears his throat and looks down. The whole school has heard everything since Cash went on a rampage after I left that night. Mac’s told me all about the names I’m being called and they aren’t pretty. 

      “Yeah and I don’t really care, Silver. I’ll do whatever I have to do to help you through this,” he says sweetly. I don’t deserve his kindness. I don’t deserve any of this from him. 

      “You don’t have to say that,” I tell him as we pull up in front of the store. We both climb out and Beck surprises me when he grabs my hand. He doesn’t care what anyone thinks and that makes me smile just a little. 

      We walk the aisles of the store until we find them. My heart sinks. I don’t need a kid. I don’t want to be like my mom. My stomach drops as I think about it. 

      “Go to the bathroom. I’ll meet you back there.” Swallowing the lump in my throat, I nod and head to the back of the store while Beck goes to pay. Inside, I’m falling apart. Outside isn’t much better. The thought of bringing a baby into this world in that dingy apartment makes my stomach turn. I never once thought this would happen. I take the shots. I’ve never missed a shot. 

      “Here,” Beck says when he walks over to me, passing me a bag. I take it but before he lets go, he pulls me into another hug. 

      “Just remember, everything will be okay.” His words hold no meaning. Everything can’t be okay. 

      I walk into the bathroom after pulling out of his arms. In the first stall, I rip open the package and read the directions. Taking a deep breath, I pull my panties down and sit on the toilet ready to see what else I’ve fucked up in my life.
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      She looks terrible. I’ve watched her move through the halls and she looks like death. Her eyes are puffy and her dark roots are showing. She’s not the girl I know. Or at least thought I knew.

      “Jesus, she looks sick,” Mac adds when he notices where my eyes are. 

      “Not my problem,” I snap and turn back to the locker. I shove my books in and ignore the nagging need to go to her. I’ve wanted to go to her for weeks now and I couldn’t bring myself to do it. So I’ve watched her. I’ve let my eyes linger on her body, the curve of her hips that I know all too well and her eyes. Those fucking blue eyes that have burned into my soul. I can’t get them out of my head. Every night when I close my eyes, she’s there. Her scent lingers in the air around the house and it pisses me off. Everything I’ve tried to do has backfired on me. 

      “How long are you going to do this, Cash?” Vinny asks. 

      “Do what?”

      “Pretend you don’t fucking need her,” Mac snaps. I chuckle and turn to face him. 

      “I don’t need her.” Just as the words leave my mouth Ginny strolls over running her fingers down my chest. I catch Silver watching before covering her mouth and rushing to the bathroom. 

      “What do you want?”

      “I thought we could hang out, Cash,” Ginny purrs. That’s the last thing I want to do. I shrug her touch off me and lean against the lockers wondering how long it will be until Silver comes back out. 

      “So you can knock up the whore but you can’t hang out with me?” Her words are a brick to the face. We all turn to look at her wondering what the hell she’s talking about. 

      “What did you just say?” Ginny looks up at me, a smile on her face. 

      “You didn’t know? Seems your little girlfriend, or it is it Beckett’s little girlfriend, is pregnant. Wonder who the daddy is?” she says before turning on her heel and walking off. My heart beats way too fast in my chest when I see him. 

      “Don’t do anything stupid, Cash. The lawyer warned you.” I hear Mac but at the same time I don’t. I rush toward Beckett and grab him by the front of his shirt before slamming him into the wall. 

      “She’s pregnant?” I roar. Beckett’s lips curl at the edges. 

      “Why do you care?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” 

      He shakes his head. 

      “You threw her out, St. Clair. Let it go.” Beckett does something that shocks the hell out of me when he pulls back and shoves me away rather than trying to fight me. 

      “Is it mine?”

      “You would think that, wouldn’t you?” 

      Is he fucking playing me right now? Who does he think he’s talking to?

      “Help! We need help in here!” I hear someone yelling from the girls’ bathroom when it all clicks. Like it’s playing out in slow motion, I turn and run toward the door. When I shove it open, I gasp and drop to my knees. 

      “Silver? Can you hear me?” Her limp body is lying on the floor as I pull her head into my lap. “Get an ambulance!” My nerves fire off one by one as I look down at her pale face. My heart hammers against my ribs as Beckett stands there in awe or shock. He has no idea what to say. I try to check her for blood or anything that may be wrong but I can’t focus on much more than her pale face. 

      “Ambulance is on the way!” I hear Clemont, the man currently in charge of the school, say. Everything else seems to bleed into nothing. No sounds, just her. Just like always. Nothing else matters in the moment. 

      “Silver, please. Wake up.” 

      I’m lost in time as I hold her closely. All the hate, all the rage I felt is slowly slipping away along with her. I pushed her, I treated her like she was nothing for weeks because I was angry. I’m still angry but I don’t know how long I can keep this up. 

      The ambulance arrives and visions of a few weeks ago flash in front of my eyes as the EMTs come in and load Silver on the gurney. To the day I did what I did for her. The day I will both regret and shine. He was evil but he didn’t deserve what he got. It was all an accident and I can only hope the judge sees it that way. 

      Shaking those thoughts away, I watch the ambulance pull away with Silver and Beckett in the back of it. Mac’s tugging at my arm but I’m lost. In memories. In regret. I don’t know what my life has in store for me now. I don’t know where to go from here. I’ve lost everything I’ve ever cared about and I’m not sure how to recover from that. 

      “I’m not going,” I tell Mac even though he’s still tugging on my shirt sleeve.

      “What do you mean? Something’s wrong with her, Cash!” 

      “It’s not my problem.” That’s when he moves. He’s in my face, shoving me around and I let him. 

      “Not your problem? She’s pregnant and it could be yours. I saw how you looked at her in there. Don’t do this to yourself, Cash. Come on!” 

      “No,” I say shaking my head. “I can’t. Don’t you get that? I killed my own dad and now I’m killing her!” 

      “Jesus, Cash. Your dad was a bastard and abusive. Maybe he didn’t deserve to die but it wasn’t your fault either. It was an accident and self-defense. We were all there,” Vinny adds. 

      Fury dances in my veins. I don’t like them pushing me. I can’t do this with her. She’s the reason I did what I did to begin with. Fuck, the anger, regret, loss, and desire swirl through my simultaneously, only serving to further annoy and piss me off.

      “If you’re so damn concerned you two go!” 

      Mac huffs out a breath, flips me off, and turns to climb in his car as I watch Vinny follow. Me? I walk over to my own car, climb in, and drive at top speeds to get home. 

      Once I’m there, I head straight to the liquor cabinet and grab the fullest bottle of Jack in there. I remove the top off and bring it to my lips, taking a long pull. 

      “You fucking brought me to this! Are you happy now? You got the girl, Dad! Just like you wanted. You got her. I don’t have her anymore,” I scream at the nothingness I feel. I bring the bottle back to my lips and take down another long pull. Then I stroll up the stairs and into the office. The carpet’s been cut out and repaired after all the blood spilled in here. I drop down and sit in the middle of the fresh carpet, the place he laid until the cops showed up. My heart beats a little faster as I think about what he did to them, to her. 

      “Why her? Huh? The one girl that wouldn’t fucking give up. She’s a fighter, Dad. You should have seen that shit coming. She’s a fighter and you lost. She beat you,” I say softly taking another drink. 

      When my throat doesn’t burn and I can’t feel a thing, I lean my head against the desk. The room sways but I don’t give a shit. This is what I needed. I needed to be numb. I needed to be messed up so that I don’t have to think about anything else. About her. The way I ruined her. It wasn’t just him. I played my part in this shit too and I regret it all. I regret every single thing I’ve ever said to her.

      Dragging my ass off the floor, I stand and walk down the hall as best I can. Leaning against the wall, I balance myself until I get to her room. Shoving the door open, I walk in and her scent hits me. She left that night and never came for her stuff. She didn’t care if she had it. 

      Now I stumble to her bed, grabbing her pillow and bringing it to my nose, breathing her in. 

      “I’m sorry, Silver,” I whisper to the pillow. I’m drunk, I’m pissed, and most of all I’m sorry that I fucked her over. I’m sorry she may be carrying my child inside of her. I’m sorry I messed up her life. For a minute I thought a baby may make things okay between us but that’s never going to happen now.
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      “Get off me, Mac, I can walk!” I snap. Mac chuckles and reaches for me again just so I can swat him away. It’s been months of this. Him being overly protective, me being a bitch. My stomach is bigger now, the little girl in there growing rapidly. Turns out stress and dehydration are a bitch but my little girl was okay. That’s all that mattered.

      “You have to see it,” he says once more. 

      I roll my eyes and let him lead me down the hall to the bedroom although I don’t know why. Since everything happened, Mac and Vinny got a four-bedroom house that we all share. Actually they pay everything because I can’t work right now but they both know that I’m going to pay them back. And they haven’t left my side. Though they drive me crazy at times, they have become my family of sorts. They smother me at times, and even though I bitch about it, I kind of secretly enjoy it. 

      Mom found her a new man to fulfill her need of money and I found two of the best friends I could have ever asked for. Jesse ended up in jail, officially cutting off my sneaking out and hanging with him although the guys let me accept his collect calls when he has the chance to call me. 

      “I’m walking, aren’t I? Jesus,” I hiss as I waddle down the hallway. Vinny stands there with a smirk on his face, his hand on the doorknob. It’s amusing to see these two together so much. Cash sort of drifted off after that day at school. The three amigos appear to have disbanded. 

      “You ready?”

      “If you two little girls don’t get on with it, I swear to God, I’m going lose my shit,” I tell them. Mac chuckles and Vinny opens the door ushering me inside. I gasp as soon as I see all the pink stuff. 

      “If there’s anything you don’t like, we can take it back,” Mac says as tears spill down my cheeks. 

      “Are you serious? You two did this?” I ask glancing over at them. They both nod before I look back at the room. Pinks and reds are everywhere you look. A beautiful white crib is against the wall with little heart blankets and pillows inside. 

      “It’s beautiful,” I cry harder.

      “Shit, she’s crying again,” Vinny says. 

      “I told you she would. She’s emotional!”

      “We should have waited,” Mac adds. 

      “It’s perfect. I don’t know how to thank you both for all of this,” I say as the tears keep coming. Okay so maybe I am emotional. They both move toward me, pulling me into a hug and rubbing my belly. It’s strange for the two of them to be here. Beck’s been around a lot too, which I’m thankful for. In fact, he’s not left my side much and has been an incredible friend.

      “We only want the best for our niece.” That came from Mac. He’s been the best uncle to her and she isn’t even here yet. It’s funny to see their eyes light up when we go to appointments, it’s even funnier to see the looks we get when we’re all out together. I embarrass them every chance I get telling people they are a gay couple and I’m the surrogate. For the most part the guys just laugh it off. 

      The sound of someone knocking pulls Mac away from me. “I’ll get it.” 

      I watch him turn and leave the room while me and Vinny look at everything. 

      “She will never need clothes,” he says with a laugh. 

      “Not with all this she won’t.”

      “She?” 

      That voice sends a chill down my spine just like it always has. I close my eyes for a second trying to get myself together. I knew he would come around eventually. Mac and Vinny still talked to him but they weren’t as close as they used to be. I felt guilty about that but I didn’t bring it up. It wasn’t my place to say anything about their friendship.

      “Yeah, she’s a girl,” I whisper softly. Vinny moves to grab my hand in his and gives it a squeeze, never letting me go. I appreciate that now more than ever. I don’t know that I can be in the same room as him and not lose myself all over again. I’ve worked hard the last few months. We all graduated just a few weeks ago and this is all I have left now. 

      “I, um. I brought this,” Cash says behind me.

      “Why don’t you come back at another time, man,” Vinny adds softly. 

      “It’s okay. I’m okay. Go ahead,” I tell him. He looks me in the eye and I nod once more before smiling. God, I couldn’t get any luckier with these guys. They have grown even more protective than they used to be. 

      Slowly I turn to face Cash and burst into laughter. In his hand is a stuffed lambo with a bear driving. 

      “Where did you even find that?” I laugh a little harder. He smirks and walks closer, handing it to me. 

      “Had it made. Figured it fit her mom. Fast cars and all,” he says making my stomach do a little flip. 

      “It’s perfect. Thanks.” I hold the car awkwardly in my hands while Cash runs his hand through his hair. That’s when I turn and walk over, sitting on the little couch in the room. Cash follows when I nod toward the seat next to me. 

      “Your hair looks better dark,” he says reaching up and pulling a strand into his hand. 

      “I needed the change. I needed to be me again, or at least partially.” 

      “I’m sorry, Silver. I’m so fucking sorry that I let you down,” he says sounding sympathetic. My heart races knowing that whatever this is could either the end or the beginning. Living without him the last few months has taken a toll on me. It was hard not being to see him, hold him. 

      “I heard the trial went well.”

      “Yeah. They saw it for what it was. Self-defense.”

      “That’s good.” He nods. 

      “You wrote that letter for me. I hated that night… that you saw him do that.”

      “I knew it wasn’t the first. I just couldn’t be there, Cash. I wish I could but I couldn’t face you then.”

      “And now? Can you face me now?” 

      Slowly I lift my eyes to his and I’m lost in all things Cash once more. He was everything to me. Can he still be?

      “I see you, Cash. I always have. I hated myself for a long time for lying to you. It was wrong but I didn’t know you then. I just… I don’t even know.”

      “I want to be a part of her life if you’ll let me,” he adds. 

      “Of course I will.” With that he nods his head and stands to his feet. Leaning down, he presses a kiss to the top of my head and turns to walk away. Why does it feel like my heart is walking out that door with him? Why does it feel like my life is being ripped away from me?

      “What about my life?” I blurt out without thinking about it. Cash slowly turns to face me, confusion flashing over his beautiful features. 

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you have space for my life in yours?” My body trembles as I watch the look in his eye. I can’t read him right now and that kills me. Cash licks his lips and opens his mouth. I’m ready for the blow. 

      “I messed up with you, Silver. I did things, said things that you should never forgive me for.”

      “But I have forgiven you. Don’t you get that? That’s the past. This,” I say rubbing my hand over my stomach. “This is the only future I care about, Cash. A future with you, you are her dad. Being there for her, loving her. The way I love you.” His eyes burn a hole through me and I can’t stop myself from feeling the spark between us. 

      “You really want me, Silver? After everything?” 

      I step toward him slowly. 

      “I want you more because of everything. I love you, Cash.”

      “Fuck, I love you too.” He reaches out and drags me into his arms, kissing me like his life depends on it and I let him. I let him have me. 

      “I’ve missed you so much,” I say as I hug his neck. 

      “Does this mean we’re all living together?” Mac says from his position in the door, a slight smirk playing on his face.

      I pull back to look at Mac but Cash keeps me tucked into him. 

      “If you don’t mind. I’m not really feeling the house these days. I’m thinking I should sell it but I need you to know something first, Silver. The money is all back in your mom’s account. I put it all back.”

      “So I’m still broke?” I ask smiling up at him. He chuckles and shakes his head. 

      “No baby. Whatever I have is yours. And hers.” 

      “You’re all I want, Cash.”

      “And you have me. More than you know,” he says and I eye him. 

      “You never broke, Silver. You were made to bend but never break.”
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      Looks like my new stepmother is still trying to prove she’s more than just a pair of fake tits. The scrape of cutlery against crockery is the only sound in Dearth Manor’s dining hall as the Dearths work their way through the expansive dinner she prepared: roast chicken, baked potatoes, green salad, and a garlic loaf on the side.

      “So, how was your first day at school?” Diana sets down her fork, chewing as she studies my little sister. Rosie’s head stays bowed, but her movements become a little more erratic when she becomes aware of Diana’s sudden interest in her.

      “Rosie? Are you listening, munchkin? I asked about your day?”

      Rosie’s brown eyes fly to mine in absolute panic. She ignores Diana and makes a grab for a roast potato on her plate. Diana snatches her wrist. “Use your fork.”

      Rosie tries to pull her hand away, but my little sister’s never been a fighter like me. When one small tug doesn’t make Diana let go, Rosie’s chin drops to her chest in defeat.

      “Why can’t you just let her eat?” I ask before tossing down a mouthful of chardonnay. It’s still almost three years before I’m legally allowed to drink, but Father reckons if we’re going to do it anyway, we might as well do it as a family. So my stepsister and I get a glass of watered-down wine at dinner and sometimes an extra beer on the weekends. I’m not a big drinker, but I like the crisp taste of white wine, so I’ll have a glass most nights.

      Harper must think she died and went to heaven. She was living in a trailer park before my father decided the Dearths had a mother-shaped void in our lives he desperately needed to fill with the Barbie Doll lookalike, Diana Sloane. Apparently, I needed another sibling too, and Diana was only too gracious to add her eighteen-year-old daughter, Harper, to the family.

      “What time does the bus leave tomorrow, Mr. Dearth?” Harper asks my dad. “I want to make sure I’m ready on time.”

      “The bus?” Dad’s voice drips with disgust. “Didn’t Jude tell you he’s taking you to school?”

      “Don’t see why she can’t take the bus,” I mutter.

      “The Dearths don’t take buses.”

      “Rosie does.”

      “That’s different,” he says. The slight pause makes me think he wanted to say “she’s” instead.

      “Because it’s a special needs bus? How is that different?”

      “Jude, don’t speak to your father like that,” Diana says in her nasal whine. I nearly give her a piece of my mind, but then Dad says, “We already discussed this, Jude.”

      The tone of his voice implies many things. Among them that there’s a belt with my name on it if I keep pushing him in front of his new followers.

      Ha, the cult of Dearth. How he loves his beloved worshipers.

      We didn’t discuss anything. He told me that Harper was under my care, and if anything happened to her, I’d be held responsible. I was fine with that kind of shit when he was talking about Rosie—I’d do anything to protect my little sister—but Harper’s a grown-ass woman. Why the fuck is he acting like I need to hold her hand when she crosses the street?

      “Thank you, Jude.” Harper looks over at me and gives me a frosty little smile as she takes a sip of her merlot, pretending she’s all sophisticated and shit.

      That’s Harper’s thing.

      It’s a pity. She’d be a catch if she wasn’t such a pretentious cow. Where I inherited my father’s tall, broad-shouldered build and dark hair, she takes after her mother with her petite frame. When mother and daughter are in the same room, it becomes obvious that Diana isn’t a natural blond. Harper’s blue eyes pop against her dark hair, but Diana’s baby blues look watery paired with her platinum locks. That’s not the only thing Diana’s faking. Diana’s D cups were definitely made in China.

      Dad doesn’t realize he married a fake, just like Harper doesn’t realize the family living in this McMansion is far from perfect.

      I ignore Harper and try to change the subject onto something that doesn’t involve my new stepfamily. “Still coming to the game tomorrow night, right?” I grab a cherry tomato and pop it in my mouth as I wait for Dad to answer.

      Friday night games are Cinderhart High’s specialty. All this town produces is coal and football jocks. I wonder if it’s genetics, or if we were specifically bred so we could handle all the manual labor they had kids doing back in the day.

      “That’s tomorrow night?” Dad lets out a weary sigh. “I’m sorry, son, I’ve already made plans with your mother.”

      “So dinner at the cemetery then?” I quip.

      There’s a collection of indrawn breaths from everyone around the table except Rosie. My little sister is oblivious to all these dinner-time undercurrents I have to deal with. Then again, she never knew her real mother—Bonnie was gone before Rosie’s first birthday.

      “Whatever,” I say. “It’s not like it’s playoffs or anything.”

      “Good. I’d have felt bad if I had to miss an important game.”

      My jaw clenches, but I force my attention back to my plate so I don’t glare at Dad. He used to come to every single Friday night game. And I never got the feeling he did it because it was expected of him, although which father wouldn’t want to watch his son the quarterback thrashing the other team? Back then, Dad even made a point to bring Rosie, although I know he hates trying to take her out because he never knows what to do when she has a meltdown in public.

      That’s why she takes a bus. Dad doesn’t have the patience to sit through a tantrum en route to her special needs school on the other side of town. Not that Cinderhart is all that fucking big to begin with. He’s just that unqualified.

      Conversation moves away from football—not that it ever really sticks on it these days—and I pick at my food for a bit before I become aware of eyes on me. When I look up, Rosie is watching me intently. She takes after my real mom. Bonnie had fair hair, brown eyes, and the most infectious smile I’d ever seen. Rosie’s eyes are wide as saucers, staring like she’s pleading for help. She does this a lot these days.

      I wish I could figure out why.

      We all took it hard when Rosie was diagnosed with intellectual disability and hypertonia. As a baby, that shit isn’t as readily apparent as it is with a toddler. Rosie just took longer than most kids her age to sit up, crawl, walk. Speaking, especially, she found hard to do. The doctors say she’ll reach a plateau one day, her own mental peak—and that day isn’t far off. I can’t imagine being trapped in the mind of a ten-year-old the rest of my life but, luckily, Rosie wouldn’t know any better.

      I smile at her and then move my gaze to her plate. She widens her eyes at me and shakes her head.

      No.

      I look up, staring at my father then at Diana before meeting Rosie’s eyes again.

      No one’s looking.

      Rosie takes turns looking at everyone around the table, and then back at me. She bites her lip, ducks her head, and pops a potato into her mouth.

      No one notices.

      No one cares.

      Dad says something almost witty, making Harper and Diana fake-laugh. I pull a face at Rosie, scrunching up my mouth and nose like I’m going to puke. My little sister bursts out laughing, spraying half-chewed potato all over the roast chicken before she can clap her hands over her mouth. In the sudden silence that follows, her shoulders collapse like she’s deflating from the inside.

      “Time for bed, Rosie,” my father says in a steely voice.

      Rosie keeps her hands over her mouth as she slips off the chair and scrambles up the stairs to her bedroom.

      I sit back in my seat and cross my arms over my chest. “She wasn’t done eating.”

      My father leans an elbow on the table as he makes eye contact with me. He grabs his wine glass, studying me with his head tilted to the side as he brings it to his mouth as if daring me to turn this into a fight. And why not? Arguing seems to have replaced all of the usual family activities we used to have before the Sloanes arrived.

      “You know, she could do to lose a few pounds,” Diana says. “We should dish up less carbohydrates for her tomorrow, Wayne.”

      I stand up so fast, my chair tumbles to the floor behind me.

      Diana gasps, a hand fluttering to her chest as if I’ve just taken out a fucking assault rifle.

      “Time you went to bed too,” Dad says.

      “Exactly where I was going.”

      Diana is up in an instant. “I’m going to watch my show. Harper, clean the table.”

      A cruel smile plays on my mouth as I watch my stepsister’s face fall. “But Mom, I—”

      “Don’t worry, Jude can help,” Dad says.

      My smile evaporates.

      Of course I can. My only mission in life is to make Harper more comfortable. We watch as my dad and her mom leave arm-in-arm, taking the bottle of wine and their glasses with them.

      Harper reaches for her wine glass, but I snatch it away before she can grab it. Gone is the attentive, perky little smile and glittering eyes. She’s scowling like a demon, her true face revealed now that our parents aren’t in the room anymore.

      “You’re underage, you know.”

      “Go to hell, loser.”

      I grab a few of the plates and stack them haphazardly in my arms as I head for the dishwasher. “Meet you there, Sis.”
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      I can’t remember exactly when the dreams first began, but it was near the end of summer break when me and my mom moved into Dearth Manor. The first one shocked me so much, I woke up gasping like I’d had a nightmare. But that was not the case.

      I’ve had sex dreams before. I’d never been able to work up the courage to ask Mom if they were normal or not. Fuck it, I’d barely been able to tell her when I got my first period. We’re anything but close. More acquaintances than mother and daughter. It’s always been like that. Maybe because she was always working, and when she wasn’t working, she was always with a man. Boyfriend, lover, husband. Mom made a point of never being lonely after Dad left us a decade ago.

      The only lonely person in the house was me. We’d move before I got around to making friends. Eventually, I stopped trying. I’d always been independent, resourceful. What did I need friends for anyway?

      But now that I’m getting older and all these weird things are happening to me—like the dreams—I kinda wish I had someone to talk to. As much as I hate technology, I’m actually considering opening a social media account just for that human connection.

      I’ve missed a lot of school over the years while Mom hopped from job to job, lover to lover, husband to husband. Maybe things will be different at Cinderhart High. Maybe we’ll even stay here long enough for me to finish out the year. God, I hope this is the last one before I graduate.

      Not just that…for the first time in a long time, I’m hoping I can actually make a friend or two. Maybe they could tell me if these dreams are normal.

      I fall down into the passenger seat of Jude’s Range Rover. I’ve never been inside a truck this fancy in real life, and maybe that’s why everything’s a little blurry. Everything except Jude Dearth, of course.

      The rolled-up sleeves of his crisp white dress-shirt bare tanned, well-defined arm muscles. Narrowed eyes the color of dark wood regard me for a heart-pounding moment before he turns his attention forward, puts the truck in gear, and drives.

      “Put some fucking clothes on, Harper. Or do you want everyone in school to know you’re a slut?”

      I gape at him, shocked. But when I look down, I see I’m only wearing my school blazer, my bra and panties underneath. No shirt, no skirt.

      What the fuck?

      “Go back!” I yell, trying to wrap my blazer around my nakedness. “I need my clothes!”

      Jude lets out a dark chuckle. “I think you look pretty like that. So will the other guys.”

      “What guys?”

      “My friends.” Jude’s dark eyes twinkle when he glances at me. “Wait until you meet them, Harper. They’re gonna eat you up?”

      “Jude, stop the car.”

      He slows down and then stops, but when I grab the handle, the door is still locked.

      “Let me out.” I’m frightened, confused, and yet disembodied.

      Jude grabs my thigh and pulls my leg toward him. “Come on, Harper. It’s just us now. I know you’re a freak like me. You don’t have to pretend anymore.”

      I shrink away from him, but he slides over the console like a snake, impossibly fitting his tall, muscular body over my seat. The hand on my leg slides between my thighs.

      An explosion of sensations erupts through me. Tingles in my clit and pussy, an aching in my core. I start squirming, distantly aware of the feel of satiny sheets against my body. I want to close my eyes and lose myself in his touch, but something keeps my gaze locked on Jude’s handsome, chiseled features as he strokes me through my underwear.

      “Stop,” I breathe, grabbing his hand, trying to pull him away. “You can’t…”

      “Why not?” he says, cocking his head and watching me like I fascinate him. “Don’t you want someone to fuck you? Fingers on your clit, a dick in your pussy. Tell me you don’t want to know what it feels like, and I’ll stop.”

      His deep, rough voice fills me with hedonistic urges I’ve never had in real life…only in these lurid dreams.

      I open my legs and push against him, mentally willing him to slip his fingers inside me, to feel how wet I am.

      He groans deep in his throat and drops his head to kiss the side of my neck. I moan, bucking my hips to force harder pressure against my pussy.

      One of his fingers starts stroking my clit, then massaging it.

      Waves of ecstasy spill through me, but I’m no closer to an orgasm. It just keeps building, and building, and building. Impossible, incredible, intense as fuck. Something else slips between my legs. It’s not his fingers—it has to be his cock. But his body is flush with mine now, and we’re in the backseat, and there’s nothing for me to look at but his dark, malicious eyes.

      “See…” he murmurs. His head stays still as something thick and hard and hot rams into me. I whimper, and he grabs my jaw, keeping my focus on him. “You’re a freak…just like me.”

      I moan, writhe, squirm. I’m soaked, slippery and hot. Every inch of my body is alive with sensation, and it feels like there are a thousand hands on me, touching everywhere all at once. I hear myself, moaning so loud that I’m sure someone standing beside my bed will hear me.

      “You love it,” Jude says. “You love me.”

      My eyes fly open, and I’m in my dark room, a gasp rattling through my throat. I still feel the shock of his words reverberating through my mind like a ghostly echo.

      Despite the deep ache in my core, I jerk my hand out from between my legs and wipe my fingers on the sheets without even thinking.

      When I sit up, wetness oozes out of me, soaking my already drenched underwear. I glance over at the nightstand and grab my phone, sighing in relief when I see I still have two hours before I need to wake up.

      With a groan, I fall back in bed and manage—somehow—to fall asleep again.

      I don’t know what triggers these dreams, but I really wish they’d go away. They’re making things very complicated. And I have no idea what I’m going to do if they don’t stop.
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      My eyes skate over the Range Rover’s console, and I shake my head when I see the time. This is bullshit. She’s ten minutes late. I open the car door and stalk over the drive to our Georgian-style estate.

      Trust her to make me wait. Never mind the fact that I’m doing her a favor taking her to school. Never mind that I barely got any sleep last night, because she was playing her music so fucking loud.

      If she’s busy preening in front of the mirror, I swear she’s walking to school.

      She can’t hear me from the kitchen, so I sprint up the stairs. On the landing, I call out, “Harper?” a second before I knock on her bedroom door. It swings open to an empty room. Her en-suite bathroom door is open a crack. Steam and the sound of running water spills out.

      She’s still in the fucking shower?

      Every cell in my body is telling me to leave her behind, to go to school, to let her get herself out of this fucking mess. But even if we leave now, we’ll both be late regardless of how many traffic signs I blow through. And as much as I hate myself—and her—for it…my father gave me a direct command. He wouldn’t hesitate to take away my car.

      He’s done it before.

      I hurry over to the bathroom and push open the door. I expect her to be in the shower, a pane of frosted glass between us and some steam for good measure. What I didn’t expect was to see her palm pressed against the glass. Or to hear her soft pants.

      Air swirls around from the opening door, shifting some of the steam that had been shielding her from me. I catch a perfect snapshot of her naked body, one hand shoved between her legs, her head thrown back as if she’s on the cusp of a climax.

      I start backing out of the bathroom, but I’m not fast enough. Harper turns to the glass and presses her forehead against it as her body shudders, a muted, “Fuck,” escaping from her lips.

      Then, as if she senses eyes on her, her lashes flutter open and those hypnotic blue eyes fix on me. “Jude?” she squeals, throwing an arm across her breasts, the hand between her legs clamping over her pussy. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Watching you rub one off, princess.

      I drop my eyes, letting out a muffled, “Christ,” as I clap a hand over my eyes. Pointless when I already have a Polaroid of this moment seared into my mind for eternity. I turn my back. “You’re late,” I tell her evenly.

      She stutters out, “And that gives you the right to barge in here like that?” I hear her snapping a towel off the rails before she barks, “Get out!”

      “If your ass isn’t in my passenger seat in the next sixty seconds, I’m leaving without you.”

      I’m halfway across her bedroom when she slams the bathroom door closed.

      A minute later she sprints out the manor’s front door and races over to my Range Rover. She has her backpack in one hand, her shoes in the other. Her white school shirt is buttoned up all wrong and not even tucked into her pleated gray skirt. She winces when she slams the passenger door closed behind her and turns that apologetic simper in my direction.

      “Seat belt,” I mutter.

      She bites her lip and eases her backpack to the floor between her feet.

      “Next time you want to get off before school, wake up earlier.”

      “Fuck off, perve.”

      I chuckle at the dark look she gives me before she starts prepping herself. I watch her progress from the corner of my eye, a sour grimace carved onto my mouth. She’s silent the entire ride except for the occasional rustle of clothes or huff of breath as she puts on her shoes, re-buttons her shirt, drags her wet hair away from her neck, and subdues it into a ragged ball on the top of her head.

      I expect makeup to appear next, but either she forgot it at home, or she’s decided not to risk taking out an eye as I race us to school.

      Christ, I can’t stop thinking about what I saw back there. It’s all kinds of wrong, but at that moment, she wasn’t my stepsister. She was just a good-looking girl getting off in the shower. It’s the kind of thing wet dreams are made of.

      Minutes from school, my curiosity gets the better of me. “So how often do you rub one off?”

      She freezes in the act of rummaging through her backpack. Hopefully still looking for her makeup. “Mind your own business.”

      “Because it kinda looked like you knew what you were doing.” We stop at an intersection, and I lean to the side without looking at her, taking a loud sniff from the air. “And you fucking reek.”

      “Fuck you,” she mumbles.

      Through some small miracle, we arrive at school seconds before the homeroom bell.

      Harper’s got her backpack in her lap, ready to go, but starts fumbling with the seatbelt, trying to get it to unlock.

      “Didn’t have those in the trailer park you come from?” I ask quietly.

      She lets out a frustrated growl and turns her face away when I lean back inside the car, grab her buckle, and unlock it. She smooths back a hank of hair that’s escaped the messy prison on top of her head.

      I open her door in case she starts fumbling with that too. But before she can climb out I grab the roof of the car with one hand and lean in close, forcing her to make eye contact. “I’ve got practice till three. You’ll have to keep yourself busy until then.” When she says nothing, I grin at her. “That shouldn’t be a problem for you though, right?”

      Crimson stains her cheeks, and her blue eyes widen. “Lay off already, would you?”

      I pat her cheek. “See you later, Sis.”
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      My first day at school goes as well as expected. My homeroom teacher calls me “Harpy” Dearth, which I just know is going to stick like shit on Velcro. I get lost on my way to my first class and piss off my science teacher, Mr. Monroe. But no day is complete without a little trauma, like spilling a cup of coffee all over my brand-new white school shirt, turning it transparent so everyone can see the black bra I stupidly decided to wear.

      So while I’d promised myself when I arrived at Dearth Manor and saw my gorgeous new house and my perfect new family that I was going to change, that I was already a new person…

      I guess I wasn’t ready to turn over a new leaf just yet.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      Wine slops over my hand as I jerk in surprise. I’m in the manor’s pool house. I had to wait around until Jude had finished football practice, and we’ve been home like ten minutes. I didn’t figure he’d already be fucking stalking me.

      I don’t turn to the door. “Leave me alone, Jude.”

      Suddenly there’s a hand around my wrist, Jude’s fingers sinking deep into my flesh. I manage to suppress a gasp, but that does nothing to minimize the pain.

      “The bar’s off-limits,” Jude says.

      “You’re not my father.”

      “Neither is Wayne.” Jude’s eyes are the color of tar. “That hasn’t stopped you from calling him ‘Dad.’”

      I take a step back from him, but even that doesn’t dislodge the grip on my wrist. I toss my hair like he’s annoying me instead of scaring me. I know he’s strong, but it’s as if my wrist has been caught in a vice, not someone’s fingers. “It’s been a shitty day, okay?”

      Jude watches me as if internalizing my words, and then slowly releases my hand. My skin throbs where his fingers were until I wrap my other hand around it.

      “Shitty days are all we get around here these days. Better get used to it.”

      “Jude, stop,” I call out.

      I’ve never really felt the need to drink while other people were around. Maybe because I was always trying to be inconspicuous about it. The first time I tried alcohol was when one of Mom’s boyfriends bought her a bottle of cream liqueur. She said it wasn’t her style and packed it away in one of the kitchen cabinets.

      I thought about that bottle for almost two weeks before I snuck it out and took a sip. It tasted so good, I took a few more swallows and then hid it away again.

      Mom never noticed.

      Not even when I was swaying and laughing and talking to myself. That buzz was incredible. I’d never felt so pretty and special and loved before. It didn’t even matter that Mom was with a new boyfriend already, and barely remembered to make me a sandwich before she left to go out with him. That bottle of liqueur was all the love I needed.

      That’s how it’s always been…until now.

      But right now I’d rather have a drink with Jude than get pissed on my own.

      He pauses, glances at me over his shoulder.

      “You want to have a drink, with me?” That tiny pause tells a whole damn story.

      “Sure. Why not?”

      I turn to pour him a glass of wine, but he takes the glass away.

      “Not that shit.”

      I roll my eyes and let out a lingering sigh. Then I tip my glass against my lips, intent on downing the whole thing. Jude takes it from me before a drop touches my mouth. It goes down the sink.

      “Are you fucking serious right now?”

      “As sin,” he says woodenly as he hunts through the liquor cabinet. “If you’re going to drink, do it properly.”

      I press my eyelids closed, my eyeballs rolling against my fingertips. “Do you control freaks get holidays off, at least?”

      When he faces me again, there’s the faintest suggestion of a smile on his mouth. Then again, it could just be the light in the room. I glance away, scanning the pool area. It’s gloomy out there like a cloud has moved over the sun. Something cool bumps against the back of my hand. I peer down at a tumbler with an inch of amber liquid inside.

      I put the glass down in a rush as soon as its scent hits. “Brandy?”

      “Cognac to be exact.”

      After the bottle of cream liqueur was finished, I would steal any other booze Mom left lying around for too long. Alcohol might have been her first love, but she quickly moved onto harder shit. And while she was incapacitated—which soon became more often than not—I’d clean the house as an excuse to collect any booze her boyfriends had happened to leave behind. I never really liked beer. It was too bitter, and it made me burp. But Mom started dating guys with money, and they loved wine. Soon, I loved it too. I liked the taste of red, but I had to drink white during the day so my tongue wouldn’t turn purple.

      Ever since I’d decided to raid the pool house bar, I’d been yearning for that first sip of merlot. The sting on my tongue, then the tastes that come out when you swill it around in your mouth for a second before swallowing.

      This brandy smells harsh and bitter.

      “One sip,” Jude says, lifting his glass and putting it to his lips as if I need a damn tutorial on how to imbibe alcoholic beverages. Every cell in my body is telling me to stop, but I don’t want Jude to think I’m…

      What? Afraid?

      Gotta try everything once.

      Who told me that? Probably one of Mom’s boyfriends? Maybe even Mom.

      I shake away the thought and bring my glass to my lips, watching Jude over the brim. His gaze shifts, eyes locked to my mouth as I take a sip. I should have felt uncomfortable with how long his gaze lingered on my lips, but instead, I just wanted to make sure he saw that I’d actually had a drink.

      It coats my tongue like oil, the sharp bite of alcohol making me pull in a breath laced with fire. It’s sweeter than whiskey and tastes almost fruitier. But I gag at the aftertaste and hastily put the glass down. “Yuck.”

      Jude smirks. “It’s cognac. You’re supposed to sip it, not down it.”

      He takes the glass from me and pours it into his tumbler. Then he turns around again and reaches for a bottle of cream liqueur. “Guess this is more your style, then.”

      My body goes tight. Out of all the bottles, what made him choose that one?

      This is dangerous. I know how to handle myself when I’m drinking wine or whiskey…but this?

      He gets a new glass from the cabinet and puts it down on the bar in front of me.

      I shouldn’t let him pour.

      Creamy liquid sloshes into the tumbler.

      Don’t take it.

      My hand moves of its own, closing around the glass. I bring it to my nose and inhale deeply.

      “Shall we toast?”

      “To what?” I ask in a thick voice.

      “To family,” he says grimly, holding out his crystal tumbler.

      “Family,” I murmur, clinking my glass against his.
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      Harper’s glass is empty long before mine. A good cognac deserves to linger on the tongue, not act as mouthwash.

      “Another?”

      At my voice, she starts a little and comes back to the present with a soft sigh. Silently, she slides over her glass and I top her up. She’s perched on the barstool next to mine, staring out the French doors. She takes a sip and then glances at me with the glass still by her lips.

      “I thought we were drinking together.”

      “We are,” I say before coating my tongue with cognac.

      “It’s evaporating faster than you can drink it,” she says, her eyebrows lifting. I give her a grudging smile. Booze really seems to loosen her up.

      Harper takes a gulp from her glass and then narrows her eyes at me. “Let’s play Truth or Dare.”

      I roll my eyes. “Not in a million—”

      “Three rounds.” She holds up her hand, fingers spread.

      “Not interested,” I say, reaching for my glass. She puts her hand over mine, pressing it to the wooden counter. When I look at her, she tilts her head a little.

      “Chicken?”

      “Games are for kids,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Then, let’s pretend to be kids for a while.”

      Her words hang heavy in the air, and for the first time in a long time, I drink in the sight of her. Her shiny dark hair. Her bright-blue eyes. Her perfect, heart-shaped face. She’s prettier than anyone has a right to be.

      We’re not kids anymore. I stopped thinking that about myself years ago…and I get the feeling so did she. I don’t know much—fuck, anything—about her except the few snippets Dad has chosen to share. I know the Sloanes are broke. I have no idea how Dad met Diana, but since they never talk about it, I can only guess Harper’s mother was a stripper or a prostitute. A high-paid one, if she could afford implants and Botox, but an escort is just a pretty whore with good business sense.

      I hood my eyes, draw a deep, slow breath, and let my hand slide onto my thigh as I sit back on the barstool.

      It’s been ages since I’ve had more than a few sips of cognac, or some wine at dinner. But I’d be an idiot to turn down a chance to learn more about my stepsister. Especially if she’s already loosened up. Maybe I can find out just how much of a gold digger her mother is.

      “Fine,” I say.

      She glances at the row of bottles behind the bar. “Pick your poison.”

      “You shouldn’t be mixing.”

      “You shouldn’t be telling me what to do,” she answers whip-quick.

      I sigh and move around the side of the bar. I grab a bottle of tequila and open the fridge to get a lemon, but she stops me.

      “None of that shit. Just pour.”

      I slide a full shot glass over to her. We toss them back, me with a grimace and Harper with a cough and a shudder. She shimmies her shoulders and lifts her eyebrows expectantly. “You starting, or am I?”

      “Ladies first.”

      Harper purses her lips. “Truth or dare?”

      “Truth.”

      Her question comes out so fast, she must have had it ready. “How did your mom die?”

      The room darkens, and it’s got nothing to do with the clouds building on the horizon. “Dare,” I growl.

      “Uh-uh.” Harper tuts me with a finger. “No takesies backsies.”

      “Dare.” My voice drops low. “Or nothing.”

      She brushes off my irritation with a shrug and looks about the room again. “Fine, cheater.” She starts tapping her lip. Then she spins around and points out through the glass sliding doors. “Dive in.” The corners of her mouth lift up. “Naked.”

      I bark out a laugh. “Not a fucking chance.”

      “Why not?” She blinks innocently at me, taking another tiny sip of her drink. “Our parents won’t be home for at least an hour.” She leans over the bar, peeking at the mound in my jeans. “Too embarrassed for me to see your little wiener?”

      I growl as I stare out the window. “Choose something else,” I say.

      “I’m penalizing you if you don’t do it.”

      “What’s the penalty?”

      She points at the bottle of tequila.

      “Fine.” I pour myself a shot and down it. “Truth or dare?” I ask, my voice rough from the alcohol burning its way down to my stomach.

      “Dare,” she says with a lopsided smile.

      I tug at the collar of her T-shirt. “Dive in the pool. Naked.”

      “You can’t steal my dare.”

      “Too late to change the rules.”

      “Those are the rules, I didn’t just—” She cuts off with a strangled sound and pulls her shirt over her head, baring a black lace bra.

      “Christ, I was joking,” I say, bolting to my feet.

      “I wasn’t.” Her pink lips pull into an impish grin. She tosses her shirt at me, hesitates, and goes to unlatch her bra. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with me. Any red-blooded man would have let her strip, but just the thought of seeing her naked is already giving me a semi.

      It feels wrong, but in such a fucking good way that my hand curls into a fist. I slam it into the mahogany counter, and Harper jerks her hands away from her underwear. Her eyes are wide, her lips parted.

      “Leave your underwear on,” I manage in a thick voice.

      “What are you, Amish?” She laughs, but there’s a tightness in her voice I know I’m not imagining. “Your loss.”

      I’m already regretting it when she pushes her jeans down, baring her long, slender legs. Goosebumps break out on her skin, but she kicks off her pants, turns, and races out to the pool.

      My hand tightens around my glass, then I toss the cognac down my throat. It burns like liquid fire, but I swallow down a cough and move around the bar, peeking out at the pool just as Harper dives in. Which is a pity, because I was really enjoying the view of her ass in those lacy black panties.

      Her head emerges in the middle of the pool, her dark hair flying as she tosses her head to look back at me. “Come on, loser. It’s not that cold”

      She’s right about us having the house to ourselves—Rosie’s watching her favorite movie in the home cinema, and I know she won’t venture outside until she’s ready to go swimming. I should go fetch Rosie. It only makes sense that my little sister gets her swimming in while we’re all in the pool. It could be the perfect time for Rosie and Harper to bond.

      But I’m a selfish fuck, because I don’t want anyone in a ten-mile radius of Harper’s curvy little body right now. Not even Rosie. I want her all to myself, and I don’t understand what drives that possessive urge…only that I’d be kidding myself if I tried to resist it.

      So I do what any guy my age would do. I strip down to my boxers and jump in the fucking pool.
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      Jude watches me from the pool house with an unreadable expression on the hard planes of his face. Why does he always look so…growly? There’s no way his life sucks, living in a place like this. He’s got it easy. I could tell him shit that would turn his black hair white as snow. But he probably already thinks I’m nothing more than trailer-park trash, so I wouldn’t dare.

      For the first time since we’ve met, we’re actually having a semi-good time. He looks somber as always, but I don’t get the feeling he wants to throttle me with his bare hands anymore. That’s got to count for something, right?

      I almost think he won’t join me. That he’ll chicken out and go upstairs to his room. It’s probably what he should do. Although I’m wearing the same amount of fabric as I would in a bikini, this feels…improper. Which is fucked up, because we’d be complete strangers but for our parents’ marriage certificate.

      But Jude doesn’t go inside. He pulls off his shirt and pants and stalks onto the patio like a tiger.

      I’ve never seen his bare chest before and I can’t help but stare at his abs and his thick, muscular thighs. He plays football, but that’s as much as I know. I couldn’t care less about sports but it seems like you have to spend hours a day in the gym if you want to compete, even at high school level.

      I’ve never seen a guy with a pelvic V. Jude’s disappears behind his boxers and makes me wonder how the rest of him looks.

      The sight of him makes me feel all squirmy inside, and the dreams I’ve been having of him flood my mind. I spin around in the water, forcing myself to break eye contact, desperate to regain control of my thoughts.

      There’s barely a splash when he hits the water. Thank God they heat the water a little, so at least it’s not freezing as I’d expected, but I still shiver as I paddle toward the side, intent on getting out now that I’ve made my point.

      Strong arms wrap around my middle and haul me under the water. I manage a scream, the sound cutting off when water fills my mouth. I kick and claw, but there’s too much resistance in the water for me to hit Jude. The arms that were hauling me down are pushing me up, and I explode from the water, fountaining water.

      My scream becomes a squeal as I realize he wasn’t trying to drown me, and then I splash back into the water. “What the fuck!” I yell as I surface, pushing wet hair out of my face.

      Jude moves to the shallower end of the pool and stands, everything below his belly button under the water. With the pool’s dark blue paint and the overcast sky, everything below his waist is obscured. If I squint, it looks like he’s naked.

      “Got something in your eye?” Jude asks.

      I hurriedly stop squinting and kick my legs up, floating on the water as I study him. He drags both hands through his hair, squeezing out water while making all the muscles on his arms and torso cord. God, he’s such a show-off. I bet he jerks off in front of a mirror every morning—

      Oh, hell no! I should not be thinking like that. Bad Harper!

      I smirk. “I never thought I’d see you having fun.”

      He cocks a dark eyebrow at me and wades into the deep end. The way his hips move through the water does terrible things to my insides.

      “You’re not setting the bar very high.” He ducks into the water, swimming around me in a smooth circle. God, watching him move makes me want to start exercising just so I can do things as effortlessly as him.

      I think back to the question I asked earlier. I guess that was a low blow, asking after his mom like that. But even my mother doesn’t know what happened to Wayne’s wife, the first Mrs. Dearth. I just know she’s dead...and if neither Wayne nor Jude want to talk about it, it must mean something tragic happened.

      Which obviously just makes me more curious.

      “Truth or dare,” I call out.

      Jude stops swimming, ducks under the water, and comes up with a toss of his head. “Truth.”

      He makes it too easy.

      I cock my head, paddling with my arms and legs to keep myself afloat. As much as I’d want to ask him about his mom again, I know he won’t answer me. The alcohol we downed is starting to take effect, and my mouth slides into a smug smile as I study my stepbrother.

      “What’s the worst thing you’ve ever done?”

      There’s a moment, just a fraction of a second, where a shadow crosses his face. But it’s gone so fast, I’m not sure if I imagined it.

      “I cheated on a test in junior high.”

      I roll my eyes and start swimming for the side of the pool. “If you didn’t want to play, you should have just said so.”

      He snags my ankle. I twist around and try to tug myself free, but he’s too strong. “Let go!”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have better things to do than being lied to.” I narrow my eyes at him. “Now let go.”

      Jude drags me closer. When I’m in arms-reach, he lets go of my leg and grabs my wrist instead. “The worst thing?” he murmurs.

      I study him for a second, shrug. “Yeah.”

      “Why would I willingly give you dirt on me?” He cocks his head. “You could just use it against me.”

      “See, this is why I was leaving. You don’t even know me, but you immediately assume that I’m out to get you. Paranoid much?”

      He watches me for a long moment. “I videotaped a couple having sex.”

      I expected another lie, maybe him trying to figure out my motives. But this...?

      I stop swimming in surprise, and flounder as my chin and mouth bob under the surface. Jude slides his hand up my arm, supporting me, holding my weight in the water. Moving closer. His gaze is intent, completely fixated on me. It feels too intense, but I can’t seem to look away.

      “That’s...”

      “They asked me to,” he says.

      There’s a tiny flutter inside me. I really hope it’s relief...but I’m pretty sure it’s disappointment.

      For a moment...just a second...I’d thought my dream was coming true. That Jude was telling me exactly what I wanted to hear.

      That he was a freak...just like me.
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      This is the closest I’ve ever been to Harper. I can’t lie—the view is phenomenal. I’ve never noticed the sapphire flecks in her blue eyes, or how the dark ring around her irises makes her thick lashes pop. There’s a beauty spot on one cheekbone, close to the edge of her eye, and I’m overcome with the urge to kiss it.

      Why did I just tell her that? With a little legwork, she could probably find out who I videotaped, maybe even find some evidence, and rat me out to my father—whose puritan views on sex are ridiculously hypocritical.

      But then I see the fascinated glitter in her eyes, her pink lips still parted and gleaming wet from her dunk in the water.

      “My turn,” I say.

      “But—” Her eyes widen, and I know she has a hundred questions, but that’s not the game we’re playing.

      “What’s the worst thing...” I pull her even closer and drop my mouth to her ear. “…you’ve ever wanted to do?”

      Her arm muscle tenses in my hand, so I squeeze her a little tighter. She draws back just enough to look into my eyes.

      It’s laughable, but for some reason, I think I already know what she’s going to say.

      But the longer she gazes up at me, the clearer my suspicion becomes. A pump of blood hardens my cock, and I pull her even closer until our bodies brush against each other as we bob in the water.

      “Harper.”

      She swallows, blinks rapidly. But her eyes stay fixed on me like she can’t look away. Which is perfect because I don’t want her to. I love the way it feels when our eyes lock, the intensity of that intangible connection.

      I duck my head, and she shivers violently like my breath on her wet skin is too much for her to bear.

      Christ, I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone this badly in my entire fucking life. I already have a semi, and that’s merely from the thought that she might, on some level, want me.

      Fuck the fact that she’s my stepsister. I couldn’t care less. I’ve been watching this pretty little thing dance around me for weeks. Saw her getting off in the shower. Now I have her less than an inch from me—from my hardening cock—and I can’t stop looking at her mouth.

      She tilts her head back, her eyes shuttering, long lashes shadowing her blue eyes as she gazes up at me.

      “I can’t tell you,” she whispers. “You’ll think...you’ll think I’m a freak.” There’s something about the way she says it, a special emphasis on freak that sends another hard pump of blood to my dick.

      “We’re all freaks, Harper. You know my secret...” I tuck a section of wet hair behind her ear, gaining another violent shudder from her. “Now tell me yours.”

      Her lips part. Our bodies brush, and this time she doesn’t move away. I slide a hand up her back, kicking slowly with my feet to keep my head above water, still supporting her with my other hand. Her eyelids quiver like she wants to shut them, and she leans in, asking—fucking begging—for a kiss.

      A raindrop splashes on my brow. I ignore it, closing the distance between us. Her breath is hot on my lips, and I feel mine washing over hers.

      When my mouth touches hers, she lets out a hot, tequila-scented sigh. I move forward, my hand on the back of her neck, intent on crushing her against me—

      A bolt of lightning splits the sky. Harper screams, her body going rigid against mine. The strike was so close that there’s barely any time between the flash of light and the thunder.

      She pushes away from me, eyes wide, mouth trembling. “We should get inside.”

      My dick couldn’t agree more.

      But by the time we’ve gotten out of the pool, fetched towels, and dried off, whatever energy surrounded us in the water is gone. Harper keeps her distance, and I feel weird about trying to get close to her again.

      “I should…” Harper cuts off, throwing me a helpless look.

      “Yeah, no, me too.”

      Although our bedrooms are right next door to each other, we head for opposite ends of the house. I go to see if Rosie’s still watching her movie, trying to force down the guilt that blossoms up.

      She’s going to be gutted she can’t swim this afternoon…even more so when she realizes that I went without her. So I detour and head for my bedroom instead. I don’t see Harper on the way—either she’s already in her room, the door closed, or she’s in a different part of the house.

      Which makes it easier for me to ignore the fact that I’d just been ready to fuck my stepsister.
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      Oh my God, what just happened? I don’t remember coming up the stairs but I must have because I’m standing in my bedroom with my head reeling. I pull on warm clothes—leggings and a long, floppy sweater that can almost work as a mini skirt, and sit at the dresser to dry my hair.

      But the image of Jude’s sculpted lips and intense black eyes keep filling my mind.

      He’d kissed me. Well, almost. He’d definitely been about to. And unless he was hiding a stick of salami inside his boxers for a pool-side snack, that was his dick I felt pressing against me.

      This can’t be happening. It’s wrong on so many levels, I can’t even.

      And he videotaped a couple having sex? In the few weeks I’ve been here, Jude’s never had friends over. I’ve never even heard him talking on his phone. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have a girlfriend, and I was starting to think he was as much a loner as I was. But you wouldn’t ask a complete stranger to film you and your boyfriend, would you?

      I can’t wrap my head around any of this. Especially since the booze has fully kicked in. I do the best I can for my hair, but all I really want right now is something sinful to eat.

      As I stick my head out of my bedroom, a crash of lightning makes me almost jump out of my skin.

      What would have happened if...?

      But I force the thought from my mind. No point dwelling on that. We’d both been a bit tipsy. Both a little curious, maybe. He’d seen me in my underwear, I’d seen him in his. It’s just hormones, right?

      I stand in the hall, looking left, then right. One leads to the kitchen via the stairs...the other to Jude’s room. I should apologize, right? It was me that started with the whole Truth and Dare thing. He didn’t even want to play. And I was such an ass about it, too, asking after his mom. I nod and press my hands against my cheeks. The booze is burning through my body.

      And it gives me the courage I need to go up to Jude’s door and knock.
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      I should be getting to my homework. My teachers all assume that since everyone in the AP Psychology class is trying to get a head start on University, that they’d be frothing at the mouth for extra work from the word go. I have an assignment due Friday, and Mr. Thomas told us to expect a surprise pop quiz sometime this week...because he likes to keep things fun in his class.

      But the moment I’m in the sanctuary of my room, the door closed, a pair of dry sweats and a hoody drawing the last lingering cold from my limbs, all I can think about is Harper. It’s fucking weird. And sick. Psycho even. But now that I’m alone, now that she’s not here to tempt me, I let the image of her climbing out of the pool fill my mind.

      I couldn’t look away from her glistening skin. Her curves were on full display, underwear plastered against her.

      Christ, this girl’s going to give me blue balls, I swear. Without even thinking about it, I tap a random key on my sleek white keyboard. The massive screen lights up, showing me my desktop.

      With a few clicks of the mouse, I’m on one of my regular porn sites, already scrolling through my favorite category.

      A woman starts panting into the speakers. I hurriedly mute the video before turning on one of my EDM playlists full blast. I shift in my seat, glance behind my shoulder at my closed bedroom door, and shove a hand down my sweatpants as I look back at the screen.

      Thank God for credit cards, because all the good shit is hidden behind paywalls these days.

      My cock hardens in my hand. I stroke it as I watch someone else’s fantasy play out on the screen. The two actors—a ripped guy and a petite girl with massively fake tits—move around a penthouse suite, teasing and fucking and moaning.

      The guy holds open the girl’s legs, displaying her shaved pussy and bleached hole for the camera for a few seconds before starting to finger her.

      A groan rumbles out of my throat as my dick turns to concrete in my hand. I usually keep it hidden in my pants while I’m jerking off, but a decent find like this deserves more than a quick wank. But when I briefly close my eyes to heighten the sensation of my fingers around my cock, it’s not the porn star I see anymore.

      I despise change. And everything changed when Harper arrived in my life. It’s only natural I should hate her. But I wasn’t in the least prepared for what happened this afternoon. For how quickly that hate switched to something else. Something…wicked.

      Yet I still feel that anger, that hate pressing in on me. The urge to be rid of her, to push her away, to do something so bad to her that she will have no choice but to fuck off out of my life.

      I’m not in the least surprised when she slides into my mind again when my imagination starts supplying the details I need to flesh out this taboo fantasy of mine.

      She’s spread out on my bed, naked, the epitome of virginal innocence as she twists coyly around my satin sheets like she’s posing for a centerfold.

      Her lustrous hair stark against the white sheets. Her creamy skin blending in.

      Pink lips begging to be kissed. A plump ass ready to be squeezed.

      I shove my sweats down my thighs, baring my cock, and spread my knees wide. Pressing my dick to my stomach, I stroke the underside of my shaft. The porn video keeps playing, my eyes fluttering so I can catch glimpses of it while, in my mind, the faces of the actors warp into mine and Harper’s.

      Harper writhes against the silky sheets. Her perky breasts jiggle, and she licks her lips as if they’ve gone dry. I tease my fingers down her belly.

      My cock throbs hotly against my stomach. I grab it and twist as I move my grip up and down, swiping a thumb over my tip to collect the precum. Christ, I thought this video was hot, but jerking off to the thought of my stepsister is driving me insane.

      My fingertips stroke the folds of her wet cunt.

      I have a death grip on my cock as I bring myself closer and closer to the edge, one long, lingering stroke at a time.

      Harper’s mouth falls open, her body jerking as I finger her. She says my name, licks her lips, and her breasts quiver as she tries to get away from my touch.

      Because it’s wrong.

      We can’t do this.

      But here I am, lining my cock up with her dripping pussy as she begs me not to fuck her.

      Fuck. I’m close.

      I bite down on my lip, thrusting into my own grip as I imagine sinking the first inch of my dick into Harper’s dripping cunt.

      She lets out a desperate mewl. Tries to twist away again. Begs me to stop.

      Jesus. My body stiffens.

      A gasp as I ram myself balls deep inside Harper.

      Fuck, she’s so tight. So wet. Hot.

      There’s a sound behind me. Somehow, despite the euphoria drowning me, I realize it’s not in my imagination. I look over my shoulder, my bottom lip still caught in a ruthless bite. Harper stands a few feet away, face pale and eyes as wide as in my fantasy. Her eyes drop to my cock, and the horror in her blue eyes shifts into some kind of lewd fascination.

      Cum hits my bared stomach, trickles down my fingers. I shudder, almost drawing blood from my lip as my climax engulfs me. But somehow I keep my eyes on her, somehow I manage to stroke my cock and urge another load of cum from it.

      Harper bolts rabbit-quick from my room, leaving the door wide open behind her.

      It takes everything—

      Every

      Fucking

      Thing

      —I have not to go after her.

      Instead, I stroke myself one last time.

      Copper in my mouth. Cum all over my hands. Porn playing out on my thirty-inch screen. I should be ashamed. Instead, a final shudder tears through me as my eyes drift closed.

      Our hips slam into each other and Harper lets out a desperate, breathless, “Jude!”
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      I’m in a daze as I race down the stairs, through the living room, and out the patio doors. Rain hits my face, but I’m barely aware of it. I’m forcing myself to only think about one thing—wine.

      The bottle is cool in my hand, the wine glass smooth. I’m in such a hurry to fill my glass that I spill wine all over the mahogany bar. I grab a dishcloth and soak it up while I take some big gulps from the glass and will it to blank out my mind.

      It’s what alcohol is best at. Erasing things you wish you hadn’t heard or seen. It’s probably the reason I never stopped drinking, even when I knew it would make me feel shitty the next day or knowing my mom might find out. I was willing to go through all of that...just for that blissful ignorance.

      But I guess if it really worked, then I wouldn’t even remember needing alcohol in the first place.

      I’m in no need to psychoanalyze this moment. I need to forget that I just saw Jude jerking off in his bedroom.

      A shudder courses through me, and I swivel in my chair so that I’m facing the French doors. From here, I can see all the way to the doors leading into the house. I’d know if he came out looking for me.

      Would he?

      I’m horrified but intrigued at the same time. I’ve never seen him that angry before. That...intense. I’m starting to understand why he doesn’t have a girlfriend. He’s obviously a psychopath.

      And I was flirting with him? What the hell is wrong with me?

      I drain the rest of my wine glass and quickly pour myself another. Our parents will be home soon. When I’m done here, I’m going to text Mom and tell her I’m going to bed early. Then I’m locking myself in my room for the rest of the night.

      It’ll work—I’ve done it before. She knows when I “go to bed early” that I want to be alone. To not disturb me. It’s our unspoken arrangement, always has been. It’s how I’ve stayed sane all these years, and it’s how she kept a roof over our heads. Of course, neither of us made it out unscathed...but it could have been worse.

      I cradle my glass, swaying to a wordless tune as I try to put Jude out of my mind. But sure enough, the memory of him gripping his thick cock, arm muscles cording, and his lip caught in his teeth, flashes back into my mind.

      I groan and slump onto the bar. This is bad. This is so fucking bad. I stagger when I slide off the stool, pause, and shove the cork back on the bottle of wine before emptying the second glass. Then I shove it up my floppy sweater and head back to the house.

      Rain patters on my head, but the true storm hasn’t arrived yet.

      I have a feeling it’s going to be epic.
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      I’m warming up for practice when I notice some of the guys bunching up by the sideline, staring at the bleachers. Coach Davis is off to one side, texting on his phone, blissfully unaware. Working my shoulders, I jog over to join them, hanging back at first.

      “—split that pussy open on my dick,” Daniel, one of the team’s fullbacks, says. “And if she puts up a fight, I’ll just strap her down.”

      “Oh, she’ll put up a fight, alright,” Eric cuts in with a snort-laugh. “Fucking ice queen, that one.”

      The team chuckles.

      “That’s just ‘cos you don’t know how to warm her up,” Sean says. “Give me her number and my dick will be down her throat by nine tonight.”

      Everyone laughs, and some of the guys lean over to fist bump Sean. Money’s going to exchange hands in the locker room later, and it will all revolve around whoever the team has decided to add to their Hot Enough to Fuck list.

      I turn to find the focus of their latest obsession. Some students have gathered to watch us practice, but it’s not exactly a crowd.

      When Eric spots me, he drops his gaze and turns his back on me. “Guys quit it,” he mutters.

      Instantly, my gaze snaps back to the bleachers. Now that I know who I’m looking for, she’s impossible to miss. On one side of the bleachers, far removed from the scattered groups of students, Harper sits with her head in her hands, elbows on her knees, staring out over the field as if she’s about to die from boredom.

      I didn’t see her again last night. Her mother said she’d gone to bed early, and I didn’t trust myself to go and see if she was okay. I knew if her bedroom door wasn’t locked and she let me in…shit would go down. And the fact that I couldn’t trust myself around her when both our parents were home speaks volumes. A part of me hoped that she was sick, that she wouldn’t have to drive with me to school…but I was in the back of the line when they were handing out luck. We spent an awkward-as-fuck twenty-minute drive to school, neither of us saying a word, and Harper scrambled out of my truck so fast, I’m surprised she didn’t sprain an ankle.

      She avoided me like the plague for the rest of the day, and to say I’m in a shit mood is a wild understatement. So when I face Cinderhart High’s football team, they take one look at my furious expression and scatter like fucking grapeshot. Eric doesn’t even make eye contact with me as he races past.

      Alex comes up to me and gives me a sympathetic look. “They’re just fucking around. No one will dare touch your sister.”

      He’s the only guy I’d consider a friend at this school. No one else likes hanging out with someone as somber and sober as me.

      “So it’s fine if they talk trash about her?”

      “She’s not even related to you,” Alex says, his words lit up with a laugh. “Why the fuck do you care?”

      He couldn’t even begin to understand. Neither do I.

      “You could even fuck her if you wanted,” Alex goes on. “No one can toss you in juvie for banging your stepsister.”

      A clenching jaw is the only warning I have. My fist stops a foot away from Alex’s face, my muscles barely locking in time. He stares at it with wide eyes, blood draining from his face. “Jude, man, you gotta stop taking things so fucking seriously.”

      “Tell them, if they so much think about her again, I’ll slit their throats.”

      Alex gives me an uneasy smile, but when I don’t blink, he nods and jogs away. I should have said something sooner. But at least now they know.

      Absolutely no one’s allowed to think about, speak to, or touch Harper.

      No one but me.
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      I’m at the cooler splashing ice water over my head when I notice a few of the guys on the team huddling up on the sideline again. They start laughing, slapping each other on the back. Alex stands with them, and he happens to look my way. His grin fades a little before brightening. Then he lifts his palms up and parodies a reluctant shrug.

      What you gonna do?

      My gaze flashes to the bleachers.

      Sean is making a beeline for Harper.

      The cup crumples in my fist, spilling icy water over my hand. I desperately want to race after him and bash his fucking face against the concrete until it looks like chopped liver. But that doesn’t make any sense. Like Alex said, Harper is nothing to me. We’re not related. The only thing binding us is some pathetic scrap of paper our parents signed.

      Have my dick down her throat by nine tonight.

      Harper gives Sean a double-take when she realizes he’s headed for her, and then grins sheepishly at him. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen her smile at someone other than my dad. Come to think about it, I haven’t even seen her talk to anyone else. Ever. I thought she’d have found her clique by now. Guess she’s a bigger snob than I’d thought.

      My chest tightens, and for once it’s not with anger. Fuck, I can’t believe I actually feel sorry for her. What the hell is wrong with me?

      Sean hikes his cleat onto the seat beside her.

      As if she’s stupid enough not to realize that the massive bulge in his pants is just a cup. Someone clasps my arm. I swing around to face Alex, and realize I’m not next to the water cooler anymore—I’m heading for the bleachers.

      “Dude, just chill, would you?” he says. “Sean’s a lady killer, but, and no offense, your sister is kind of a bitch.”

      “Stepsister.”

      Harper laughs and then puts a hand over her mouth. Sean leans a little closer, one hand dangling from his upraised knee, the other moving in wide, expansive gestures, like a farmer talking about his crops. Harper now has both hands over her mouth, and she’s shaking her head. He comes to sit next to her, leaning close enough that their shoulders brush and she doesn’t lean away. In fact, she ducks her head so her hair hides her face. Her hands hover, then she nods and takes out her cellphone.

      Molten rage courses through me, tainting the edges of my vision red. I have no idea who I’m more pissed at, Sean or Harper.

      Why the fuck am I surprised Harper is a slut? Like mother like daughter, right?
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      I manage a whole thirty seconds of silence on the car ride home.

      “So when did you decide to start sleeping your way through the football team?”

      Harper whips her head to look at me. “Excuse me?”

      “I’m sorry, did I hallucinate you giving Sean Harris your phone number?”

      She crosses her arms over her chest and shrugs her shoulders. “So what if I did?”

      I check my left and then make a smooth turn out of Fifth Street and onto the main road that takes us to the quiet suburbia of home.

      “Ever wonder why I’m not dating anyone?”

      Harper snorts. “Because you’re a psychopath?”

      My expression turns deadpan. “Dad—” I cut off with a grunt. “My father forbids it.” I catch her eye for a second as I check my right for traffic before switching lanes. “It’s a distraction.”

      “Forbids it?” she repeats, a laugh in her voice. “He didn’t say anything to me.”

      “He assumes his kids are psychic.” My jaw tightens when I realize I included her in that statement, but I guess I can’t keep denying the fact much longer. “Best you ignore Sean, and everything else with a dick, until you’ve graduated.”

      “What about college?” she asks airily, her nose jutting into the air. “Can I date then?”

      I shrug. “Guess we’ll see when we get there.”

      She makes an angry sound and turns to stare out the window. “You’re a fucking dick.”

      I shrug, letting her anger slide right off me. With a sniff, Harper rummages in her blazer. She crosses her legs, exposing an extra inch of her thigh, and then tugs down the hem of her skirt like I’m a fucking perve.

      “I’ve seen it all already, Sis,” I growl. “Or did you forget?”

      Her cheeks go red, but she refuses to look in my direction as she puts her phone to her ear. “Hey, Sean. Hope I’m not bugging you.”

      Anger jolts through me. I slam on the brakes. If Harper hadn’t buckled up, she’d have a broken head right now. Her phone disappears with a thud into her footwell. “What the hell?” she gasps, yanking at the belt digging into her chest. With a whip of her head that sends her dark hair flying, she glances at the road behind us. “You could have killed us!”

      “Pick it up,” I say calmly before pointing at her cell phone. “Delete his fucking number.”

      “Fuck you!” She fumbles with her seat belt. “Let me out!”

      “I have to drive you back home,” I say, my voice a dead monotone as I put the SUV into drive and pull off smoothly. “So that’s what I’m gonna do.”

      She punches my shoulder, then again. Again. I let her. Better she takes that frustration out on me than she lets Dad have it. I know for a fact he’d let her have his belt. He’s done it with me and Rosie plenty.

      “Delete it, Harper.”

      “Go to hell.”

      Again, I slam on the brakes.

      Again, Harper jerks forward. She lets out a strangled scream and redoubles her efforts to take off the belt. This time, she succeeds. I have full control over the doors from the driver’s seat and I lock it before she can wrench it open. She’d need a brick and a strong throwing arm to get out of here.

      Her hands are in fists, and she pummels them into me when I reach over and grab her phone from the footwell. Her phone’s locked, and it’s the kind that needs a pin or her fingerprint to unlock it.

      “Pin.”

      “Burn in hell.”

      “Pin.”

      She doesn’t reply.

      I grab a fistful of her hair and yank back her head. She gasps and grabs my wrist, but as soon as I twist my hand, she freezes up. I hold the phone in front of her.

      “Unlock it.”

      Her finger trembles, but she unlocks it without a fight. As soon as I release her hair, she huddles in the corner like a kicked dog. I hunt through her contacts. There are surprisingly few of them, and most of them are things like “bakery” or “vet”. I delete Sean’s number as soon as I find it then toss the phone into her lap. “Trust me, you’re better off without him.”

      She snorts at me, but it sounds defeated. “Thanks, brother dearest. What would I do without you?”

      I smile despite her sarcasm. “You’ll be thanking me later, princess.”
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      I sigh as I fall tummy-down on my bed and burrow my face into the cool silkiness of my pillows. I don’t even bother taking off my school shoes, my blazer, undoing my hair. All I want to do is sleep.

      School was brutal. I had an awful hangover and didn’t dare to go down to the pool house for a shot of whiskey to see me through the day. Then there was the awkward drive to school with Jude, and a day spent avoiding him, everyone else, and the sun. Thankfully, I managed to buy a half-pint of vodka off one of the cheerleaders, and that saw me through the rest of the day. But nothing’s better than a good old nap.

      I’ve just started dozing when I hear someone opening my bedroom door.

      Panicking, immediately thinking it’s Jude, I twist to face the door. When I see Rosie standing there, I groan and collapse back down again.

      “What do you want?” I mumble.

      Rosie scans the room as if she wants to make sure we’re alone before creeping in. I watch her coming closer and push onto my elbows when she stops a yard away from my bed.

      “Wanna swim,” she says.

      I roll my eyes at her and flop back onto the bed. Mr. Dearth handed down the law when Mom and I got here a few weeks ago. One of them was to never let Rosie go swimming alone. I didn’t make much of that rule at the time—but this kid would live in the water if she could. Doesn’t matter how bad the weather is—every afternoon she insists on splashing around in the pool. I’m sure a ten-year-old can swim by herself, but with her disability, she needs someone keeping an eye on her.

      “Go ask your brother.”

      “He says he’s busy.”

      “Yeah, well, so am I.”

      “Puh-lease, Harper.”

      “God,” I groan, flopping onto my back with ill grace. “Can I just sleep for like one hour?”

      “Puh-lease, Har—”

      “Yeah, fu—all right!” I’m up a second later. Jude usually sits with her by the pool, but on the odd occasion that I’ve had to play lifeguard, I haven’t really minded. But it’s hard to be nice to people when I feel like a zombie with a migraine.

      I scan the little girl with narrowed eyes. “You’re not even wearing your swim stuff.” I point at the door. “Mush!”

      She giggles, her pigtails flapping as she hurries from my room.

      I rip free my bun and loosen out my hair as I kick off my shoes and head into my walk-in closet to change into something comfier than my school clothes. I rest my head against the wood paneling as I stare moodily at row upon row of clothes.

      I’ve just slipped a hoody over my head when I hear the unmistakable splash of a little girl jumping onto the first step of a pool. The manor’s enormous kidney-shaped pool isn’t exactly kiddy-safe. There are two steps at one side, but there’s not much of a shallow end.

      “You’re shitting me!” I race to my window, When I peer down onto the patio, I see Rosie standing on the first step—no water wings!—attempting to put on her goggles.

      “Rosie!” I yell, but she doesn’t seem to hear me. “Shit, shit, shit!”

      I race downstairs, my bare feet thumping on the steps. I slam open the French doors and race out onto the patio just as Rosie belly flops into the water.

      “Hey!” I yell out. “You’re supposed to wait for me!”

      Rosie starts splashing in the water like she’s fighting it. It’s a losing battle—she’s starting to sink. My body goes lame as panic shoots through me in an icy wave. I’m dimly aware that I’m pulling my hoody off over my head, that I’m stepping toward the pool, but everything’s moving so damn slowly.

      And Rosie just keeps sinking.

      Something knocks into me from behind. I flail, barely managing to keep from falling face-first into the pool. Jude hits the water with barely a splash. A second later, he reappears beside Rosie.

      It happens so fast that I’m still reeling when he drags his sister out of the pool with his hands under her arms. She splats onto her bottom on the wet paving, coughing and choking, and promptly bursts into tears.

      When Jude looks up at me, there’s murderous rage in his eyes. “The fuck?” he bellows. Rosie starts howling, but the moment he wraps her in his arms, she quietens down to a bawl.

      “I didn’t say she could go in! She just did it anyway.”

      Jude stabs a finger at the choppy water as he glares at me over the top of Rosie’s head. “She could have drowned!”

      My heart starts beating double time at the fury on his face. “I didn’t—”

      “Exactly.” He smooths back his hair with a swipe of his damp hand. “You didn’t do anything. Ever think that might have been an option? Or were you happy to watch her drown?”

      My mouth falls open. “I would never—”

      “You just did, Harper. If it wasn’t for me, she’d be dead.”

      “I told her to wait!”

      “Just shut up and bring me a towel.”

      With a strangled yell, I pivot and stalk into the pool room.

      Jude doesn’t look up at me when I shove a towel in his direction. “Here.”

      “You know you’re not allowed to swim without adult supervision,” Jude’s telling his sister, and my stomach turns over at the steel in Jude’s voice. He wraps her up in the towel, and her sobs start drying up.

      Rosie shakes her head, sending droplets flying into the air. “But Harper—”

      Jude’s black eyes swivel up to me. “Harper isn’t an adult.”

      I scowl at him. “I didn’t mean—”

      “Not in the least interested,” he mutters, scooping Rosie into his arms.

      Then they’re gone, and I’m left standing beside the pool like an idiot.

      Suddenly, I’m not tired anymore.

      Suddenly, I can’t stop thinking about the multi-colored bottles of alcohol in the pool house bar. Hands in fists, I charge back to the pool house.

      I know what’ll put me to sleep. A big glass of wine.
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      I dry Rosie and dress her in warm clothes before taking her into the TV room and putting on her favorite movie. I’m still trying to wrap my head around what just happened as I head to the kitchen to make Rosie some hot chocolate.

      What the fuck is wrong with Harper? She was literally just standing there, watching my sister drown. I make a mess on the counter when I shove a mug of milk into the microwave to warm it up, and absently wipe it up with a cloth.

      Christ, I’ve been telling Dad since we moved in that we need to put a fence around that pool. I don’t care if it lowers the selling price, and he shouldn’t either. Same story with the damn CO2 sensors. I mean, after what happened with Mom, you’d think safety would be his first concern.

      Fuck it. If he won’t, then I will. I know where he keeps his checkbook.

      The microwave beeps. I tip a packet of hot chocolate mix into the steaming milk, and glare at the clumps that bob up. They refuse to disintegrate, no matter how much I stir.

      When I get back to the TV room, Rosie’s asleep and sucking her thumb. I grab a throw and drape it over her. Her cheek is ice-cold when I press my knuckles to her face, but she’ll warm up soon enough.

      I take a sip of her lumpy hot chocolate as I stare down at Rosie’s angelic face. She’s just as stubborn and determined as I am. I don’t doubt she went to the pool by herself—she did it once with my father too. But Harper should know better. Then again, she’s probably never had to be responsible for someone other than herself. I bet her days were spent doing whatever the fuck she wanted, her doting mother taking care of everything.

      Polar opposite from my childhood. I’ve been taking care of Rosie since she was born; Dad never really knew how to handle her and Mom was always busy with work. Now things have gone from bad to worse.

      Taking the hot chocolate with me—I’ll make Rosie a fresh cup when she wakes up—I head upstairs. My bedroom door slams closed, and I stare at it for a second.

      I’ve got to relax. Nothing good has ever come from me losing my temper. Harper, Rosie, Diana—I want to shake them until their teeth rattle and then yell at them that the world isn’t a play park full of carousels and crazy fucking teacup rides.

      People get hurt. They die.

      I fall into the seat by my study desk and glare at my silhouette on the dark monitor. I should have gone with Rosie to the pool. My assignment could have waited for half an hour. But all I can think about is Cornell, and sometimes it seems like I can’t get there fast enough. I need the world to know that I’m not just a dumb jock.

      I need to focus, but it seems impossible when Harper is right next door. Maybe I should move into the pool house for a bit. That would stop Harper sneaking in there to do God knows what all the time. Like she thought I wouldn’t see her yesterday?

      There isn’t even a TV in there.

      I sit back in my seat, frowning hard. Did she go and drink? She looked hungover as fuck this morning, and despite a heavy cloud of perfume, I thought I detected a hint of day-old booze.

      I guess I can’t blame her. I thought she was more worldly than that, but maybe the sight of me jerking off scarred her innocent little mind. It’s obvious she’s not seeing anyone, and she wasn’t exactly hanging around with anyone at school. In fact, I couldn’t find her anywhere.

      Maybe I have it wrong.

      Maybe she’s not the monster I’m making her out to be. When we were in the pool house yesterday, if that had been the first time I’d met her, I might have said she was a nice person. Maybe even someone—

      Christ, here I go again. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      I have to stop thinking of Harper as just some girl.

      She’s not.

      She’s bad news. Reckless, impulsive, and off-limits.

      So why does she fascinate me so much? Why can’t I get her out of my head?

      And what’ll happen if, next time we’re home alone, there’s nothing to stop us going all the way?
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      After a glass of soothing merlot, I go to see Rosie. That’s another thing I love about alcohol. It has this way of drawing back the curtains on your mind. Even when you’re trying to hide stuff from yourself, after a few drinks, those things bubble up to the surface.

      I messed up royally today. I can blame Rosie, or Jude…but the only person who really fucked up was me. I need to make sure she’s okay, and I want to make things right with her. Maybe, if there’s still a touch of courage in my bones, then I’ll go and apologize to Jude too.

      I find her in the home cinema, watching Moana on the flat screen. I stop at the entrance, and when I realize I’m swaying I lean against the door jamb. I still can’t believe I live in a house with its own movie theater. It’s fucking surreal.

      When I sit beside her, Rosie doesn’t even bother looking at me. She’s bundled up in a blanket, and her hair is a mess. Was she sleeping?

      I take the remote and turn down the volume, wincing when Rosie’s mouth turns into a sulk. But I guess she’s used to people doing what they want around her because she doesn’t throw a tantrum or anything.

      “Hey, Rosie. Can we talk?”

      She gives me the same reluctant half-shrug I see her giving my mother.

      “I want to say sorry. I should have gone down to the pool with you straight away. I…” I blow out a sigh, sitting back and letting the comfy chair suck me in. God, no wonder she was napping. These couches are so damn cozy. “I was a fucking idiot.” I clap a hand over my mouth and Rosie giggles at me. I point a finger at her. “Don’t ever say that word.”

      She giggles again. “Idiot?”

      I shake my head. God, was I ever that innocent that I didn’t even know what a swear word was? But then I see a gleam in her warm, brown eyes, and I poke her shoulder. “You little scallywag.”

      This makes her laugh until she starts hiccupping. “Want a soda?” She nods eagerly, and I feel her eyes on me as I go over to the vending machine at the back of the room. Snacks, drinks, and a fridge with beer in it. I’m not huge into movies and stuff. I read a lot when I was a kid, but when you’re constantly moving it’s difficult to get all your books back to the library on time. I think I’ve been blacklisted by now—the last time I went to a local library, they told me I had ten books to return, and late fees I could never afford.

      At the time.

      But one thing the Dearth Manor doesn’t have a short supply of is money. For the first time in my life, I have a weekly allowance. And it still blows my mind that the balance on that bank card is mine and mine alone.

      I turn up the volume and snuggle in beside Rosie, eventually going to fetch one of the blankets from the big woven basket in the corner of the room. The movie is cute, but eventually the booze drags me under. I don’t know how long I’m asleep, but when I wake up I’m alone, the television is off, and my mouth tastes like something crawled inside and died.

      At first I don’t know what woke me, but then I hear the sound of the garage door closing. It’s built right next to the cinema on the west wing of the house.

      My mom is home.

      Which means Jude is probably already on his way to tell her what happened with Rosie this afternoon. My blood goes cold. I push up into a sit and try to stand, getting it right on the second go.

      Shit, I’m still drunk. I drag my hands through my hair and hurriedly adjust my hoodie. Slapping my face a few times, I manage to get all the way down the hall. But just as the front door starts opening, a wave of nausea washes through me. Bitter saliva floods my mouth. I clap a hand over my face and rush up the stairs, hoping I’ll make it to the bathroom in time.

      I knew I shouldn’t have had those shots of tequila. I’d forgotten how hard they kick.

      But I don’t make it to the bathroom, because when I clear the landing, Jude is standing there barring my way.
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      Jude and I stare at each other silently as our parents come through the front door. They’re whispering to each other, my mom’s high heels clacking loudly on the marble floor. I have no idea if Jude is just here to stop me, or if he wants to go speak to them too because he just stands there staring at me.

      Until Wayne says, “Come here, kitten.”

      Both me and Jude turn to look over the railing. Downstairs, our parents haven’t made it past the foyer.

      Wayne is in a tuxedo, and my mom in a slinky black dress that exposes more than a decent amount of cleavage. My heart seizes when I realize they might have come looking for me to say goodbye before they left. Did they find me in the cinema, passed out drunk? Did Jude already speak to them, already tell them how I fucked up?

      But they couldn’t have. They don’t look like they’re coming home to discipline their kid. They look like they’re in love.

      Wayne grabs my mom’s wrist. He whirls her around and into him like they’re actors on a movie set. I watch spellbound as they kiss. He slides her handbag off her shoulder and the sleeve of her dress comes with it, baring her skin. He kisses her there and then moves his lips to the inside of her throat. Mom makes a sound I can hear all the way up here, and I take a hurried step back.

      “Really get a kick out of watching, don’t you?”

      I spin around with a strangled gasp. Jude is right beside me, so close I can feel his body heat. Then he steps closer, crowding me against the railing. My hips thump into the steel banister a moment before Jude’s thighs brush mine.

      With him this close, I catch his scent for the first time since we’ve met. It’s fresh but deep, like new growth in a shadowy forest. It makes me want to lean in, to put my head in the crook of his neck, and breathe in deep while he holds me tight against his chiseled body.

      “How do you want to do this?”

      “What?”

      “They have to know what happened. So which one of us is going to tell them?”

      Is he still talking about Rosie…or something else? Maybe what happened in the pool? Or the fact that I interrupted his—

      Ha, no, I didn’t interrupt him. He was done by the time I ran out of the room.

      I blurt out a quick, “I won’t say anything.”

      “Good.” Jude’s eyes slide past me, malice glittering in his black eyes. “Besides, it looks like they’ve got their hands full.”

      I peek over my shoulder. Wayne has my mother pinned to the wall, one hand up her skirt, the other grasping roughly at her breast.

      When I turn back, Jude’s gone.

      I straighten hurriedly and step away from the landing in case either Mom or Mr. Dearth happen to look up. When I realize I’m staring at them making out, I hurriedly look away and head back to my room. Falling onto my bed, I stare up at the white ceiling with its twinkling downlight before letting out a low laugh. Jude thinks I’m a voyeur? Well, if I’m a freak, then so is he.

      Why does that make me so happy?
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      Fridays have a different energy at Cinderhart High. Everyone’s foaming for the weekend, fed up with the classwork and the social niceties they have to participate in every day. Even the teachers look exhausted. Most of them get out of any real teaching by giving us surprise tests...which, after the first year you’re at this school, isn’t much of a surprise anymore.

      A lot of kids bunk off—some for the whole day, some just the last class. I’ve not one of those anymore. I’m serious about football, and I’m serious about my grades. I’d have thought Harper would be serious about getting back on track too. But the first Friday of the semester I find out she missed science class. Admittedly Mr. Monroe nearly put me in a coma back when I was still taking his class, but that’s the kind of shit she needs to deal with if she plans on building a life for herself.

      Which makes me think that maybe she doesn’t.

      What a fucking waste.

      To rectify this, I don’t attend my last class for the first time since I was a freshman. Ms. Farren has us catching up on our required reading because she always claims she has a migraine, and I’m almost done with The Scarlet Letter, so I don’t see any reason why I can’t skip class.

      I just want to make sure Harper is in her social sciences class where she belongs. Since we don’t have any classes together and I only know a handful of seniors who can spy on her for me without asking too many questions, this operation needs a more personal touch.

      Thankfully Cinderhart’s social sciences teacher always leaves the door open, and when I walk past I can easily scan the inside.

      Harper’s not there.

      As I’m scouring the rest of the school, I run into Eliza Jackson, head of the Cinderhart Darlings cheerleading squad. If there’s one person who’ll know where to find my stepsister, it’s her. She’s one of the integral gears in Cinderhart High’s rumor mill—which means she always knows what’s going on.

      She flips her blond ponytail over her shoulder when she notices me coming over, but there’s a touch of hesitation in her brown eyes when she sees my expression. The two girls standing with her scatter, and it looks like she’ll be tempted to follow suit.

      The squad is in their silver and black cheerleading outfits, just like me and the rest of the football team are wearing our letterman jackets. It’s as much a part of our Friday night pre-game rituals as the hotdogs and cherry soda.

      Eliza pushes out her chest, but more to project confidence than it is to put her tits on display. She’s on the swim team and runs track, so her body is slender and strong rather than curvy.

      I can’t believe I used to want to date her. She looks so catty and vapid, and I can’t figure out why, but the thought of putting my dick in her makes my balls retract.

      She looks a little flabbergasted when I snap out, “Have you seen Harper?”

      Was she expecting me to ask her to the game tonight?

      “Uh...yeah.” She glances aside and shifts her shoulders like she doesn’t want to be here anymore. “Think I saw her by the bleachers.”

      The stadium is off-limits during school hours. Too many hideaways where kids can smoke weed or feel each other up. And I guess the janitor was getting sick of picking up used condoms.

      “She with someone?”

      Eliza quirks a perfectly stenciled eyebrow at me. “Hang on, let me check the camera feed.”

      We stare at each other for a beat, and then I tear away from her with a muted growl. Before I’ve gone a yard, she calls out, “Tell her she still owes Talia!”

      What the fuck is she talking about?

      Forget it. If Harper’s bunking off school to get laid behind the bleachers it’s not my fucking problem.

      It shouldn’t be.

      But instead of heading for the parking lot, I push my way through the guy’s locker room and out to the stadium, hoping Eliza’s intel is wrong because I have no fucking clue what I’d do if I found my stepsister with someone else.

      When I turn the corner and see Harper leaning against the steel struts at the back corner of the bleachers, my body goes tight. Even though she’s alone, it’s like someone connects a live wire directly to my brain, because my vision goes white.

      I’m barely conscious that I’m moving forward. Barely aware that I’m grabbing Harper’s neck and wrenching her around to face me. She screams, the sound only dropping marginally when she recognizes me.

      “Jude?”

      “The fuck are you doing here?” But she doesn’t get a chance to answer because a quick scan reveals a half-pint of vodka that fell to the grass when I grabbed her.

      “The fuck is this?” I kick it, sending it crashing into one of the metal struts where it explodes on impact. Harper lets out a little gasp, but in a second she’s glaring up at me.

      And swaying.

      Is she...no.

      Is my stepsister drunk?

      I grab her elbow, wrenching her forward, taking a whiff. But instead of the boozy stench I expected, I just get a nose full of her candy-scented shampoo.

      But I’m not wrong. I can’t be. She wasn’t babysitting this bottle for someone else. Harper must have been drinking it. Unless she was busy pouring it into her water bottle or something. She has a pink one that she takes to school every day. I thought nothing of it...until now.

      I grab her backpack from the grass. She tries to stop me, but I shove her aside with my elbow and she steps back, wrapping her arms around herself as she watches me go through her stuff. When I finally get to the water bottle, she blanches.

      Jackpot.

      “You’re a fucking idiot,” I tell her as I unscrew the lid. Her mouth tightens, and the hands shoved under her arms bundle into fists. But she says nothing as I tip the bottle to my mouth.

      Pure vodka hits my tongue. I grimace, gather up the saliva in my mouth, and spit it on the grass.

      “I didn’t have any yet. It was for tonight, at home.”

      Liar. We have more than enough free booze at home. Was this what she still owes Talia money for? Talia’s another senior, and if the rumors are true, her older brother turned twenty-one about a month ago. Guess they’re making a quick buck buying alcohol for friends of the cheerleading squad.

      Which I never knew included Harper.

      “It’s your first week and you’re drinking in school?” I growl, tossing her backpack to the floor. Some of her things tumble out, and she ducks to gather them up, but I catch the base of her ponytail and drag her up again.

      She gasps, grabs my wrist, and bites her nails into my flesh. “Let go!”

      “Do you have any idea how much shit I’ll get into if Dad finds out about this?” I’m so fucking angry I don’t even care if I’ve acknowledged that we’re siblings. None of us like it, but the sad fact is that Wayne is Harper’s father. And I’m in no mood to get a taste of his belt again after all these years. He told me to look after Harper, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do.

      “Is that everything?” I pull at her hair until she’s forced to go onto her tiptoes. She winces, hanging from my arm like she stands a chance to break free. “Or do you have some nips on you too?”

      “What the fuck?” she mutters angrily, her eyes blazing. “Do you think I’m an alcoholic or something? I told you—”

      “Oh, I know you’re a drunk.” I shove my hand into her blazer, rummaging in her pocket. I find only gum and a Chapstick in there, and toss both to the ground. “What you should be asking is what I’m going to do about it.”

      “I’m not your problem,” she spits.

      “That’s where you’re wrong, princess.” Her other pocket has a pack of tissues in it. Where the fuck is the booze? Cigarettes? Weed? I know she’s holding out on me.

      She stiffens when my hand accidentally brushes her tit, her lashes fluttering. So I grab her breast through her shirt and squeeze.

      Surprise snuffs out her anger, but it’s back a second later and twice as fierce. She yells, “Psycho!” and tries to knee me in the groin.

      I rush into her, grabbing her shirt in my fists and ramming her against the crumbling brick wall of the public restroom that supports one side of the bleachers. Bits of brick rub off onto her blazer, the fabric snagging as I drag her up another inch. Now she’s almost at eye level with me. She immediately tries kicking me, but she’s too close to do damage.

      She slaps my arms, claws me, and must realize that she’s not making any progress because she opens her mouth to scream. Driving my hips forward, I keep her pinned with my waist and clamp a hand around her throat, the other still fisted in her shirt.

      “One more sound, and I’ll choke you out.”

      Incredulity creases the skin between her eyebrows. “You’re fucked in the head. You know that, right?”

      “Don’t push me, Sis.”

      Finally she realizes I’m not bluffing because she stops resisting me. “That’s everything,” she says quietly, trying to sound calm even though the tremble in her voice gives her away. “Please, Jude. Let’s just...let’s forget about this and go home.”

      Her lips push into a brave smile, and my eyes latch onto her mouth as she adds, “We could go swimming.”

      For a second—a tiny, almost insignificant beat—I want to say yes. I imagine us back in that pool, our bodies sliding against each other in the water, curiosity and desire burning in Harper’s eyes as she gazed at me, as she waited for me to—

      The moment bursts like a rotten fruit when I realize she’s waiting for my reaction. Waiting to see if her trick is going to work, or if she has to try something else.

      “You filthy little slut,” I growl, tightening the hand around her throat as I grind my suddenly hard dick against her. “You think fucking me is going to get you out of this?”

      Her lashes flutter like she can’t believe what I’m accusing her of. I let out a bitter chuckle and smooth my hand over her shirt where I’d been gripping her. Then I squeeze her tit again, so hard that she gasps and tries to move away from my grip.

      “Then what do you want?” she demands, fury blazing in her eyes. “I fucked up, okay? So tell me how to make it right.”

      It could have ended there. I’d have told her to quit drinking—which is the only thing I want from her—and we’d have gone home.

      But then her nipple hardens under my palm. And when I smooth my hand over her breast, that tight little bud pokes me through the fabric.

      “So this is who you are,” I murmur, locking eyes with her as I rub a slow, soft circle with my palm. She starts squirming, lids shuttering but never closing.

      “Stop,” she whispers, tight desperation in her voice. “Please, Jude. Stop.”

      “You wanted to know how to make this right,” I murmur.

      “And then you said you didn’t want to fuck me.” Her mouth trembles around the words. “So which is it?” There’s still a flicker of anger, the tiniest bit of defiance, even though I can feel her starting to tremble against my body.

      “I need to make sure you’re not hiding anything from me.” And before she can figure out what I mean, I shove a hand up her skirt.

      A gasp rattles through her throat, and I instinctively tighten my grip on her long neck. Winter-sky eyes widen when I wedge my legs between her thighs and pry them apart.

      “Only thing you’ll find down there is a tampon.” Her voice shakes but silent fury sets her eyes alight. “Which needs changing, so if you’d be so kind to grab a fresh one from—”

      She cuts off with a gasp when I slap her pussy through her cotton panties. Which I discover are already wet. I slide a finger over her underwear and lift my hand out of her skirt, showing her my glistening finger and the complete lack of blood on it.

      “More lies,” I murmur, and following her mouth when she twists her head aside to stop me smearing that wetness over her lips. “What am I going to do with you?”
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      My pussy stings from the slap Jude planted on me, and now all I can smell is my own arousal. I don’t know if I’m supposed to be scared, or angry, or turned on. Jude’s fierce eyes aren’t helping, nor is his dark smirk.

      I try to struggle out of his grip again but when he squeezes my throat, I freeze up like a deer in the headlights. I can’t help it—I’ve heard too many rumors this week to pretend that he can’t hurt me if he wants to. I know Jude isn’t the perfect son he makes himself out to be. When I met Talia earlier today, she told me how wary the football team is of Jude, which she doesn’t understand because Jude’s never been in a fight in school.

      Although Cinderhart High has a zero-tolerance policy for violence, I’ve heard that some kids—those with influential parents—can get away with anything.

      Which makes me wonder if Jude is one of them. I don’t know how much power Mr. Dearth has in Cinderhart, but it wouldn’t surprise me if he was one of those parents that could make things disappear.

      Jude hikes up my skirt, baring my drenched underwear, and gives me another slap. This one stings even more, and the feeling lingers as a hot ache seeps into my core.

      “Okay, okay!” I push against his chest. “No more lies. That bottle was the last of it, okay? And...and I won’t drink at school anymore. I promise.”

      That’s what he wants, right? He wants to make sure I don’t get him in trouble with his dad. I can do that. Fuck, I’d do anything to get this monster off me.

      But Jude’s not buying it. That, or he simply doesn’t want to hear reason. Because it doesn’t matter how much I simper, how much I whine, he grabs my panties and wrenches them down my legs so hard they leave behind fabric burns.

      “Jude!” I ball up my hand and punch his chest, but he just snarls at me.

      His third slap stings like fire. My entire body goes rigid, my thighs tightening against his legs as I try to close them.

      “Fuck!” I punch him again. “You fucking fuck!”

      He steps back in a rush, and I stagger as I hit the ground, my legs not expecting to have to support my weight again so soon. That’s when I realize his chest is rising and falling faster than normal, that the sullen anger in his eyes has changed into something carnal.

      Jude holds out a hand and snaps his fingers. “Give,” he says, and then points at the panties bunched by my knees.

      “Wh-what?”

      Frustration bunches his already hard jaw. He surges forward, pins me against the wall with a hand between my breasts, and rips my underwear down my calves. My eyes squeeze shut when he taps my ankles—first the one, then the other—so I’ll lift my feet for him.

      And just when I think it’s over, that this entire humiliating incident is finally done, he shoves my wadded-up panties between my legs and swipes them over my pussy.

      He taps the side of my face with his hand so I’ll open my eyes.

      “That’s my girl,” he says, words dripping sarcasm. “Now clean yourself up and get your ass in my truck.”

      I fall to my knees, not just so I can start putting my stuff back into my bag, but because my legs honestly can’t support me a moment longer. It’s there, on my knees, that Jude wraps my ponytail around his fist and forces me to look up at him.

      “And Harper...if anyone finds out about this, I’ll be doing more than just slapping your cunt.”

      He walks away wearing a smirk, my panties still bundled in his fist like a fucking trophy. I watch with furious tears brimming in my eyes before I blink them away, not letting a single one fall.

      “Sick fuck,” I mumble at his retreating back. I glance at the shards of broken glass glistening on the grass, and my shoulders slump in defeat.

      Guess I’m going to bed early tonight. Just me and a bottle of wine…maybe two.
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      I let Jude get a good lead on me before I head inside. It takes me longer than him to get back to the school’s main hallway because I don’t dare cut through the boys’ locker room, just in case he’s waiting there for me. I hurry past the lockers, making a beeline for the parking lot without bothering to stop at my locker first. Whatever’s in there can fucking stay in there until Monday.

      “Harper? Harper!”

      I freeze in my tracks, and grudgingly glance back. Eliza is on her way over to me. I could keep on walking, but I don’t want to be rude to the only person in school who’s actually spoken to me, other than Talia so I stay where I am and wait for her to fall in step with me.

      “Hey, so, Jude was looking for you. Did he find you?”

      I’m suddenly uncomfortably aware that I’m not wearing underwear. I never realized how much contact there is down there without all that cotton in the way. Fighting an encroaching blush, I shrug. “Yeah, thanks.”

      “It’s just, he looked...” She hums as she thinks. “Worried?”

      Yeah, Eliza, I wouldn’t know how the fuck to describe that expression of his either. Worry, concern, though...that’s grasping.

      I say nothing because his threat comes back to haunt me. I doubt Eliza could find out what happened out there, but I don’t want to give Jude a single reason to terrorize me.

      “You coming to the game tonight?”

      So I can watch Jude strut his stuff on the field? Fuck him.

      “No.”

      Eliza gasps like I’ve legitimately just shocked her pom-poms off.

      “But...why?”

      “Because I have better ways to spend the evening,”...is what I should have said. But what comes out is, “I’m helping my mom with this charity fundraiser thing.” I roll my eyes. “I mean, I’d love to—”

      “Oh my God, the Feast of Ashes?” Eliza’s eyes brighten up. “I’m so fucking jealous.” She grins and gives me a friendly punch on my shoulder. “Hey, if you need any help with that you let me know. I’ve been dying to get on that committee.”

      She could have been speaking Mandarin for all the sense she’s making. So I nod and step hesitantly away. She waves at me, that same big grin still plastered on her face. I’m a yard away when she calls out, “Oh, and forget about Talia’s hundred bucks.”

      I spin back to face her. “What?”

      She waves away my concern with a flick of her wrist. “It’s on me.”

      I’m still so fucking confused when I get into Jude’s truck that I don’t even look at him. I guess he takes it as submission or something because, after one long look in my direction, he keeps his eyes on the road for the rest of the drive home.

      I should be relieved, but instead I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      The urge to raid the pool house bar keeps building on the drive, but I can’t imagine what he’d do if Jude saw me headed in that direction. So instead I lock myself in my room until my mom gets home. Thankfully I only have three hours to wait, and for once I get some homework done.

      I quickly finish up an assignment after I hear her car pulling into the drive and head downstairs. She’s in the kitchen preparing supper, which is weird because I’m pretty sure Wayne told Jude that they had a thing tonight, that’s why he couldn’t come to Jude’s football game.

      “Aren’t you guys going out?” I ask, coming to stand nearby as she chops vegetables on the granite countertop.

      “Why? You want to throw a party?” Despite her words, there’s a hint of a smile on Mom’s mouth when she glances over at me. I lean over and grab a discarded carrot top, nibbling on it as we talk.

      “That’s what Wayne told Jude the other day.”

      “We are,” Mom says and then points at a bowl of cubed steak. “This is for you kids.”

      I almost choke on my carrot. She’s making food just for us? I was lucky if I got a PB and J sandwich for supper if Mom wasn’t going to be home for dinner. Resentment swirls inside me, and it’s a fucking effort to push it down. But I remind myself why I’m here, and that keeps me from exploding.

      “That’s...nice.” I power through, hoping she didn’t notice the hitch in my voice. “So, uh, Mom...what’s this about an Ash Feast or something?”

      She turns to me wearing a frown, her knife suspended in the air. “Ash Feast?”

      “Yeah. I think that’s the name.” I wave my carrot top. “The girls at school were talking about it.”

      “Oh, the Feast of Ashes.” Mom shrugs and goes back to chopping. “It’s a big holiday around here. Wayne’s company is involved with the fundraising, I think.”

      “That sounds cool.”

      She uses the back of her hand to rub her nose. “Why do you ask?” she adds, sending me a suspicious glance. I can’t blame her. I’ve never shown interest in anything so to be asking her this out of the blue is weird, even for me.

      “Honestly...?” I move a little closer, dropping my voice. “It’s like a really big deal at school. The girls in my class won’t stop talking about it. I thought it might be cool if I could...I dunno...help out, maybe?”

      Mom stops chopping, staring straight ahead for a second before turning to me. “That’s a fantastic idea.” Then she smiles.

      I can’t remember when last I saw that smile. I might have been five years old. My heart stutters in my chest, and suddenly I’m blinking back tears.

      Is she...proud of me?

      “Yeah, I mean, it’ll look good on my college applications, right?” I blurt out, trying to get rid of this unfamiliar feeling inching through me. I wave vaguely and drop my half-nibbled carrot back on the heap of vegetable scraps. “But if there are already enough people—”

      “College?” Mom’s voice is a whisper. “You...want to go to college?”

      “Uh...yeah. I guess.” I shrug, my cheeks starting to heat up from the shocked look on my mother’s face.

      Gees, you’d swear I was a fucking degenerate. Why is she so shocked that I’m thinking more than a day ahead? For the first time in my life, I think I might have a future. There’s been no point considering stuff like this before.

      “Oh, honey, that’s...yes, of course you can help out. I don’t care if Wayne has to fire half his employees, you’re going to be part of it.” Her smile hitches up, and she almost looks like she wants to hug me.

      “Uhm....”

      Her expression falters. “What?”

      “Can you get my friend in too?”

      My mom’s lips purse into a tight smile, and she gives me a quick nod. “On one condition.”

      “Sure.”

      “I want to meet her.” Then she blinks. “Or him.”

      “I’ll invite her over next week,” I say, grinning. “Do you need a hand?”

      I’ve offered before since we’ve moved in here, but she usually chases me out the moment I don’t do something right. But tonight she just gives me another warm smile and steps aside, pointing at a bowl of peas.

      “Could you shuck those for me?”

      “Maybe…if I knew what the hell that was.”

      She laughs, puts her knife down, and grabs one of the peas. “Here, I’ll show you.”

      We laugh as I fumble through my first attempt, but it’s easy after that. Minutes later, I feel someone watching me. I peek over my shoulder, flinching when I see Jude standing in the doorway. He’s wearing jeans and his letterman jacket. There’s a scowl on his face that disappears the moment my mom turns to see what I’m looking at.

      “Off to the game?” she asks.

      Jude gives her a barely civil nod and leaves, his duffle bag thumping against his back when he tosses it over his shoulder.

      Mom gives me a theatrical shudder. “Don’t tell Wayne, but that boy gives me the creeps sometimes.”
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      Were we robbed? I stare at the empty shelves behind the pool house bar, my heart in my fucking throat. Ha. Who am I kidding? I know exactly what happened. While I was locked in my room, waiting for my mom to come home, Jude was in here cleaning out the place.

      Guess he wasn’t betting on me sticking to my promise. Maybe he doesn’t believe I can. I should probably be relieved. This way, I can’t mess up, which means there will never be another session like the one behind the bleachers today.

      But I’m not relieved.

      I’m fucking furious.

      Who the fuck died and made him king?

      I think about the beer I saw in the cinema room...but I’d have to be really desperate to crack open one of those.

      Hmmm...Does Talia deliver? I have a bunch of money burning a hole through my new bank account. Might as well put it to use. I consider texting Eliza, but I have no idea what to say. I’m sitting on my bed with my phone in my hand, typing and re-typing messages but never sending them, when my phone rings.

      Speak of the devil.

      “Eliza?”

      “Hey, Harper. It’s almost half-time, so I thought I’d give you a call. Your brother is on fire tonight!”

      “Stepbrother.”

      “Yeah, yeah. So, uh, are you free on Sunday?”

      “Sunday? Yeah, why?” I twine a lock of hair around my finger, frowning at nothing as Eliza speaks.

      Eliza giggles into my ear. “There’s a party at Sean’s house. It’s going to be epic. You wanna come?”

      A party? My stomach twists into a pretzel at the thought of being surrounded by a bunch of kids from school, the pressure to be social, to be cool. But this is exactly what I want. Exactly what I need. There’s a massive chunk missing from my life. Friends, parties, dancing, beer pong. If I really want to make a go of this, then this party would be the perfect opportunity to get my feet wet.

      “Yeah, I mean, can I?”

      Eliza laughs. “I just invited you, silly.”

      I laugh too, but inwardly I’m groaning. “Then yeah. Only...I don’t have a car, so—”

      “Oh, Jude can come—” The laugh I bark out makes Eliza cut off. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, sorry. It’s just...Jude’s studying really hard right now, so I doubt he’ll make it.”

      “Well, if you need a lift I can get Maxwell to pick you up. He lives in the same street as you guys.”

      I don’t even know who Maxwell is, but if Eliza vouches for him, then I’m in. She wouldn’t send a serial killer to pick me up for a party, right?

      “Cool.”

      “Awesome! I’ll see you then!”

      My grin dissolves. Shit. I can’t get Maxwell to pick me up. My mom will want to know where I’m going, and where could an eighteen-year-old possibly be headed on a Sunday night that isn’t a party? But before I can open my mouth, Eliza says, “So...should Max use the front door or the back?”

      I barely hold back a relieved sigh. “The back, please.”

      Eliza giggles. “I have to go. See you Sunday!”

      I almost blurt out what Mom told me about the Feast of Ashes, but manage to hold back. If I tell Eliza now, I’ll have fuck all else to talk about on Sunday.

      Groaning, I fall back on my bed and stare up at the ceiling with my hands pressed to the top of my head.

      I’m such a fucking loser. How the hell am I going to make it through this party without embarrassing myself?
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      Phil Collin’s “In the Air Tonight” blasts out through Flynn’s boombox. I fucking hate the song, but it never fails to give me goosebumps. I guess that’s why Coach tells Flynn to play it at halftime during our Friday games. It gets the team amped up, and drowns out the sounds of players trying to fuck up each other for perceived slights they experienced out on the field.

      All the noise, all the activity—it washes over me, as familiar as the chorus lines of the song. I’m still coming down from the endorphin high that hits me minutes into every football game I’ve ever played. I stalk through the locker room like a fallen angel, divine power radiating off me.

      Players get the fuck out of my way.

      Coach doesn’t even look in my direction as he yells orders at the rest of the team.

      I’m untouchable. Indestructible.

      I open the last stall door and slam it shut behind me. Doing anything quietly is impossible right now. I have too much energy rushing through me. Which is exactly why I’m in this cubicle. I’m so good at channeling my energy that, by halftime, I feel like I’m bursting out of my skin.

      My duffle bag is already here. The team knows this ritual as well as I do, even though they only have rumors to go on. No one really knows what I do in here and none of them really give a fuck. Not even Coach cares—as long I perform on the field and my bi-monthly drug tests come back clean.

      It’s been almost a year since my last bad game, and I’m not about to end my winning streak.

      I’m fucking crushing it tonight. And I know why.

      I can’t get Harper out of my mind. The smell of her, the anger blazing in her eyes when I had her pinned to that brick wall, how docile she was in the truck on the drive home. When I was lining up on the field tonight, my eyes kept going to the public restrooms so I could replay what I’d done to my stepsister. Every time that happened I’d get hit with a surge of adrenalin...and a semi.

      Thank God I could control my dick long enough to get stuck in the zone, else I’d be out there on the field with a full hard-on.

      I can’t even imagine how painful it would be if that happened while I was wearing a cup. Even a semi makes me nervous as fuck.

      But I kept doing it.

      Like a fucking addict.

      it’s all been a pack of lies

      I zip open my duffle bag and shove my hand to the bottom. I keep my bag clean—jeans neatly folded, a spare shirt and boxers and socks—so when my fingers touch a bundle of scrunched-up fabric I know I’ve found it. As soon as I drag Harper’s underwear out of my bag, a pump of blood hardens my dick. Tamping down a groan, I take my cup out of my pants. My dick comes out a second later, already rock hard.

      I’ve been waiting for this moment

      I grimace ruefully at the soundtrack accompanying my thirty-second jerk off session. Halftime isn’t the place to edge myself like I normally do when I’m watching porn—I need to get off and catch the tail end of Coach’s speech. Not that I’ll have an issue tonight—all it takes is pressing Harper’s panties to my nose before I’m ready to blow. My climax is so sudden, so violent, I barely get the bundle of black, satiny fabric against my dick in time to catch the cum shooting out of it.

      I stride out of the stall with my bag bouncing off my shoulder, open my locker, toss it inside, and head over to the huddle Coach just called. The team looks hungry and impatient, but I stand behind them with loose muscles and an easy smile.

      My spent dick sits comfortably behind its cup, but the rest of my body feels as ready now as it did when I stalked in here.

      I already know we’re going to demolish the other team, and when Coach Riggs glances over at me, he must see it too.

      He stands and gives me the kind of smile Dad used to beam at me during halftime, back when he and Rosie used to watch me play.

      “We got this, boys,” Coach says. “Let’s finish them.”

      The team piles out of the locker room, whooping and slapping each other on the back like a bunch of animals. Sean glances back and slows when he sees me so we’re walking side by side.

      I ignore him, but that doesn’t stop him from grabbing my arm and keeping me back. I immediately pull out of his grip, but the feral grin on his face makes me curious enough to stop and hear him out.

      “What is it?”

      “A bunch of us are having some drinks and stuff at my house on Sunday. You know where I live.” He pats my shoulder. “Make a stop.”

      He walks away without waiting for my reply, probably because he knows what it’ll be. I stopped hanging out with the team around the time drinking became their second favorite sport. While I don’t mind the odd glass of cognac here and there, I prefer being on a team whose players aren’t constantly hung over during practice. And while most of them stick to the rules, Sean couldn’t give a fuck if he was kicked off the team. Since his father is one of the older families in Cinderhart—as close to founders as you can get without including the First Five—it’s more probable that he’d get a slap on a wrist than a suspension.

      The cheerleaders are just done waving their pom-poms around when we strut back onto the field. The girls stream past in their black and silver uniforms, those with long enough hair all sporting elaborate braids.

      Eliza is at the rear of their procession, soaking up as much applause as she can before the passage leading to the locker rooms blocks her from the crowd. When she sees me, her fake grin turns genuine. I even get a wink.

      Christ, what is up with her? Is this because I asked after Harper today? Can she really be that desperate for attention?

      But no...that’s not it. That was more than flirting. It’s like she thinks we’re co-conspirators to some dastardly plan to take over the world.

      Or it could just have been a wink.

      My imagination is playing havoc with me ever since Harper moved in. I have to stop seeing conspiracies in every fucking twitch and wink and sigh.

      I have a game to play...on the field and off. And both will require every ounce of my focus if I want to emerge victorious. I don’t know what I’ve set in motion today, threatening Harper like I did.

      But if there’s one thing I know about her already, it’s that she doesn’t play fair.
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      My heart is pounding so hard, it should be coming right out of my chest. I ease open my bedroom door and pad into the hallway in my socks, my sneakers dangling from my hands. I’m normally fast asleep by this time on a Sunday, but there’s so much adrenaline pumping through my veins, I’m literally vibrating. I pad down the hall and ease my way down the stairs, then head through the kitchen and stop at the back door.

      The alarm panel is lit up like a damn Christmas tree.

      I unlock my cellphone and open the smart home app Wayne installed on it when we moved in. I deactivate the alarm, half expecting a wailing siren to explode into the hush of the sleeping house…but after a single low beep, the panel goes dark. I pause on the doorstep to put on my sneakers before heading for the gate. The same app lets me open the manor’s gates without a remote, and I breathe another heavy sigh of relief when I’m on the road outside.

      I turn back to Dearth Manor, staring at the sophisticatedly illuminated facade. I thought I’d hit my head on the way over from the hovel Mom and I had been living in when I first saw this place. Who’d have thought I’d be sneaking out of it on a Sunday night?

      Not Jude Dearth. He thinks he can control me?

      I’ve been avoiding the psycho the whole weekend, which isn’t difficult when the only two rooms he ever occupies are the basement gym or his bedroom. Plus, most of Saturday Mom and I went shopping, and when we got back, Wayne had ordered pizza which Jude—surprise, surprise—took to his room.

      It’s all just talk.

      And I’m sick of listening.

      I flip off Dearth Manor with a cheery, “Fuck you, Bro.”
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      “You look nervous,” Maxwell says, letting out a rough laugh as he takes the corner.

      I don’t like the way this guy drives. Jude is an asshole, but at least I’ve always felt safe driving with him. And that was while he was pushing the speed limit trying to get us to school on time, and braking hard enough to snap my seatbelt tight.

      Max? He drives like he’s got a terminal illness. Who the hell buys their kid a Camaro anyway? Huh. Guess his parents don’t think he has a reason to live either.

      “You’re going really fast.”

      “And? We got the road to ourselves. No one drives around in this shithole of a town after nine.”

      Except him, and all the other kids headed to Sean’s party right now.

      I grip my seatbelt like a lifeline. Hell, for all I know, it’ll be the only thing between me and violent death. I’m really hoping I’m not going to regret this.

      We head out of Blackrock Heights with its gorgeous, winding lanes and massive iron gates that hint at the mansions hidden deeper in the hills. I thought Sean lived in Blackrock too, but when we cut through the center of town, my nerves start ratcheting up a few notches.

      “Uh…where are we going?” I have to yell over the death metal blaring through the car’s audio system.

      “Pyrite!” Max yells back, and then gives me the same considering once-over he gave me when I climbed into his car. “Never been there?”

      I shake my head, my stomach twisting with unease. Thankfully, Eliza knows I’m in this car. If I go missing or something, she’ll tell the police…

      She will, won’t she?

      I force the thought out of my head.

      Several excruciating songs later, Max pulls into the driveway of a two-level house in a cheery suburb on the outskirts of Cinderhart’s main town. Several cars line the street outside, with more behind the wrought iron gates barring our way. I thought this was some kind of chilled pizza party or something, but this looks more like the kinds of parties you see in movies, with underage kids flooding every bare inch of space.

      I’m busy getting out of the car when Sean appears in the doorway and calls me over. Max stays behind in the car, lighting a cigarette and texting on his phone.

      “Looks like I owe Eliza ten bucks,” Sean says when he meets me on the cobbled path leading to the house.

      When I frown at him, he laughs and slings his arm around my shoulders, pushing past the people smoking weed on the porch. “I told her there was no way you’d come,” he says, leading me inside.

      Is it that obvious that I’ve never been to a party before?

      I try not to gape at how packed it is inside, or how much alcohol is flowing. Everyone’s either making out, playing beer pong, or lying unconscious in pools of their own vomit.

      “Wanna drink?”

      “Sure, thanks.” Sean nods and goes over to pour me a drink while I wait around and try not to look like a total loser. I’m wearing skinny jeans and a brown tank top layered with a loose crocheted boho vest I bought yesterday. I didn’t think I had to dress up, but almost all the girls in here are wearing dresses or short skirts and crop tops. Their makeup at least an inch thick. Several of the girls look my way, and I’m starting to nibble on my cuticles by the time Sean comes back with two red cups.

      I take a sip and almost spit it back. “What is this?”

      “Punch.”

      “It’s...uh…thanks.” It tastes like they threw every kind of liqueur known to man in this. This is what mango-flavored cough syrup would taste like if anyone was ever stupid enough to make it.

      Sean cocks an eyebrow at me like he thinks he’s the shit. “The Dearths already taught you how to turn your nose up at shit, huh?”

      My mouth falls open. “No, I, it’s good. Really. Just…strong.” Oh my God, if he really thinks I’m such a big snob, why did he invite me in the first place? Oh, right. To win a fucking bet.

      I almost, almost toss the drink in his face.

      But Sean isn’t the reason I’m at this party. I’m here to make friends with Eliza and to mingle with my classmates. Maybe I can convince some of them I’m not a stuck-up bitch like Sean seems so convinced I am.

      Sean leans in, winking at me. “That’s the point, babe.”

      I have to force myself not to cringe away. Why did I ever think he was handsome? Yeah, he’s in good shape, but under artificial light, he doesn’t look like the Jock God I saw on the bleachers the day he gave me his phone number. Where Jude’s tanned skin is flawless, Sean’s is pocked with acne scars. There’s also a faint odor of BO wafting off him, like he needed one more shower than he’s taken today.

      “Come,” Sean says.

      He grasps my hand, lacing his fingers between mine. Despite everything, a thrill chases up my arm, and I drop my eyes before I can start blushing like a kid who’s never even been kissed.

      Sad fact is, I haven’t been kissed. I wasn’t exactly considered a catch—not when I never bothered washing my hair and would go to school in old, dirty clothes. The days I did go. Thankfully that’s not the case anymore. I’m wearing a bra that I didn’t have to wash in the school basin, and the clothes I bought right off the rack of one of the swankiest boutique shops in Cinderhart. Although I still haven’t gotten the hang of putting on anything more than mascara, I used a hair straightener and spritzed on some perfume before I left home tonight.

      I should feel like a million bucks, but my perfume smells too strong, my hair keeps falling in my face, and my new lace bra keeps chafing my nipples. It sure looks pretty, but I may as well have taped a burlap sack to my chest.

      Sean leads me to a wide staircase, weaving us through the kids gathered on the steps.

      It might be my imagination, but I swear I hear some of them talking about me.

      “…Dearth’s sister…”

      “…wasn’t at the game on…”

      “…guess who’s getting laid tonight?”

      My cheeks grow hot as I focus on Sean’s back and his tight T-shirt. The hand holding mine is warm and strong and rough. We’ve only just met. There’s no way he’s expecting us to bang, right? As we reach the top of the staircase, a girl to my right puts a hand over her mouth to cover a laugh. Now my whole face is red. I need to do some damage control, and fast.

      I pull back on Sean’s hand. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      He uses his chin to point down the hall. “Down there.” His eyes rake over my body, sending another thrill through me. “Meet me in the games room when you’re done,” he says, tipping his cup against his mouth as he carries on down the hall.

      The games room?

      I close the bathroom door behind me and set my cup down on the vanity. Then I glare at my reflection.

      Your first house party and this is how you behave?

      Oh no! A football player wants to make out with me. The horror! My soul shall surely burn in eternal hellfire.

      I stand straight, push back my shoulders, and lift my cup.

      You know what? Next time I come to a party, I’m putting on a ton of makeup. Eyeliner, Lip gloss, maybe even false lashes like I saw the girls on the stairs wearing. I have no idea how to apply them, but that’s what YouTube is for.

      I smile and take a sip from my cup. Then another. Another. God, how long until this punch starts tasting good? The sting of hard liquor hitting the back of my throat is surprisingly comforting.

      I gather my hair and slide it over my shoulder, smoothing it down over one breast. I’m not the same girl I was a month ago. Harper Dearth is smart, sexy, and sophisticated. She doesn’t cower at the mere thought of being alone with a boy. In fact, she can’t wait to see what it feels like. I don’t even care if Eliza’s here or not—if she wants to chat about the Feast of Ashes, then she can find me.

      I drain the rest of my drink. Despite the bite, I don’t think this shit is as strong as I first thought. There’s a knock at the door. I’m still smiling when I open it and slip outside, brushing shoulders with the girl who’d been smirking at me when I walked past with Sean.

      Her smug expression slides right off her fucking face when I grab her arm and turn her to face me. “Where’s the games room?”
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      A cloying mixture of weed and vape and cigarettes hits me when I walk into the games room. I’m one of only three girls in this room—the rest are all guys. Some are playing pool. Two guys I think I recognize from science class are battling it out on a console in front of a massive flat screen. The rest have congregated by the bar, obnoxiously loud as they laugh and joke. The downstairs music is little more than a thumping bass line. The rattatattattatta from the PlayStation pierces the air. Apparently I’m the only one bothered by the noise.

      Sean calls me over to the couch where he’s sitting with a buddy of his. I recognize the guy from Jude’s football practice. Most of the guys in here are on the football team, in fact. As soon as Sean sees my drink is empty, he gets up to go get me another, leaving me with his friend.

      “Eric,” the guy says, sticking out a hand. “I’m on the team with your brother.”

      I dip my chin a little and shake his hand reluctantly. Guess Jude would have found out about me being here one way or the other, but what are the chances I’d run into one of his friends? I didn’t even know he had friends. It’s not as if he ever invites anyone over to the house and, outside of football practice, I’ve never even seen him talking to anyone at school.

      Guess he’s not the loner I thought he was.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say, extricating my hand as soon as I can without seeming rude. Sean comes back with my drink and falls down onto the couch, nearly bouncing me from the cushion. The cup is so full, punch sloshes over my hand and lands on my new jeans.

      “Shit, sorry babe.” Sean wipes at my leg until I move it out of reach.

      “It’s okay. It’ll dry.” I take tiny sips from the glass. The first one I downed is finally starting to work its magic, and I don’t want to overdo it. Not around strangers. But there are so many people here, I feel kinda safe. I mean, no one’s going to try anything in a crowd like this, right?

      A guy comes up to us and holds out a joint to us. Sean doesn’t even hesitate. He sits forward and hits the joint a few times, then passes it to me without even looking in my direction. I stare at it, frozen in place. I have no idea how weed would react to this punch. I’m guessing it won’t be a good combination.

      Eric reaches for the joint when he sees I’m not taking it, but I snatch it from Sean’s fingers first.

      I’ve always wanted to know what it’s like to be stoned. I’ve had cigarettes, but I don’t really like the aftertaste. Plus, they don’t do anything to me. When Mom smoked weed—which was every other day before we moved into the Dearth house—she’d start dancing on the kitchen table. Every surface in this place is crammed with cups and ashtrays and junk, so I should be just fine.

      Plus, when this gets back to Jude, I want him to know just how much fun I had.

      “Your brother here too?” Eric asks.

      “Please,” I say through a forced laugh. I take a tiny sip from my cup and then gently tug at the joint. Acrid smoke spills down my throat, and I do my best not to cough. “He’d freak if he even knew I was here.”

      “He’s a fucking pussy,” Sean says, speaking without exhaling. When he does, a cloud of smoke obscures Eric for a moment. “Only thing he’s interested in is school or football.” Sean barks out a laugh as he takes the joint from my unresisting fingers. “Bet he’s still a fucking virgin.”

      For some reason, Sean’s comment irritates me. What’s the big deal with getting your cherry popped anyway? It’s fucking annoying how everyone always seems to laud it like some kind of fucking badge of honor.

      “It’s not him, you know,” I blurt out. “It’s his dad. The guy’s like super, super strict.”

      “Mr. Dearth?” Eric gets up and comes to sit beside me, forcing me closer to Sean. “Yeah, fuck, I haven’t seen his old man in a while. He used to come to all of Jude’s games. Guess he’s too busy banging your mom, hey?”

      My cheeks catch alight, but I manage an easy laugh so they won’t think I’m stuck up.

      They lean back, passing the joint behind my back, and I swear they’re communicating because I can feel Eric’s muscles tensing as if he’s gesturing at Sean.

      But a second later, they’re both sitting forward, acting as if nothing happened.

      So it’s true about weed making a person paranoid.

      I laugh and try to take another sip from my cup. Suddenly, my muscles feel loose. I stiffen my spine, but the second I lose concentration, I melt back into the couch. It’s like my body’s made of that goop that goes solid when you squeeze it but runs through your fingers when you let go.

      Someone takes away my cup. I’m kinda happy about that because I think I spilled punch on myself again.

      “Shit,” I mumble. “Did I make a mess?”

      “It’s okay, babe,” Eric says, laying his hand on the wet spot on my thigh as he sinks back. “We’re all just having a good time.”

      “Shouldn’t have smoked,” I say through a giggle.

      “What, the weed or the crack?”

      I turn my head, squinting at Eric. “What’d y’ say?”

      “Nothing.” He strokes my thigh. “Just enjoy the high.”

      I grin at him, and he tucks my hair behind my ear with a finger. “Another one for luck,” he says, holding out the joint.

      I shake my head. “I’m good.”

      “Don’t you want to feel even better?” He leans closer, bringing his face within inches of mine. “Tell you what…If you take another hit, I’ll give you a kiss. How does that sound, Harper?”

      Eric is plain looking compared to Sean, but he does have pretty lashes and soft brown eyes. Is he a good kisser, though? I don’t want my first time to be with someone who doesn’t know what he’s doing.

      “What’s so funny, sweet cheeks?” Eric asks.

      “Who’s a better kisser?” I stab a thumb to my side. “You or Sean?”

      Eric’s face tightens at that. “Guess you’ll never know,” he says coldly as he starts scanning the room.

      “Hey man, relax,” Sean says through a laugh. “She’s fucking stoned.”

      Eric purses his lips. “Not stoned enough.” His eyes flicker back, but they settle on Sean, not me. “Let me know when she is.”

      I try to follow him through the crowd, but I lose sight of him when Sean grasps my chin and turns my head toward him.

      “How are you feeling?”

      Now there’s a handsome face. But still not as good-looking as Jude. Not even a little.

      Fuck. Why can’t Jude be here? Wait…that’s the last thing I want. I can’t even imagine what he’d do if he found out about this. Which he’s bound to, what with all his so-called friends from the football team.

      Sean leans in. His breath warms my face. “Can I kiss you?”

      I nod.

      He moves closer. “You sure?”

      I smile and sit forward a little, closing my eyes. Instead of lips, his thumb brushes my mouth. My eyes pop open, and my body goes lame at the look on his face.

      “You’re gorgeous, you know that?” his hand cups my face, holding me still. “Fucking gorgeous.”

      I barely feel a thing when our lips touch. It’s as if my face has been numbed by whatever I smoked. I never knew weed was so strong. How often do these kids smoke that this shit doesn’t affect them like it does me? Despite how numb I am, tingles still course through my limbs, congregating at my core. I lean into Sean, doing my best to kiss him back. The sensation at my core intensifies and becomes long, hard strokes.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” someone demands from above.

      I reluctantly open my eyes, and quiver with dull surprise when I see Sean’s hand between my legs, cupping over the seam of my jeans. It’s not right, I don’t think, but it feels so good that I don’t care.

      “You’re being a fucking cunt,” the stranger adds.

      I tip my head back and squint up at the guy standing by the couch. There are more people behind him, but they’re indistinguishable blobs.

      Sean slides his hand out from between my legs. “Fuck off, Alex. Who even invited you?”

      Alex stabs a finger toward Sean. “This is fucked up. I’m taking her home.”

      Then everything blurs. I fall onto my side, close my eyes, and curl into a ball as the noise and shouts wash over me. But before I can succumb to the warm oblivion that keeps beckoning me, a pair of strong arms grab me, lift me.

      Sean’s face blurs into Jude’s.

      I grab his shirt, terrified and aroused at the same time. “Are you mad?” I whisper. “Please don’t be mad.”

      “I’m right as rain, babe,” he says.

      Wait, that’s not right. Jude would never call me babe.

      I free-fall for a split second, and then bounce onto something soft. I roll over onto my side and then my tummy. Deliciously soft and silky sheets. A red light shines in one corner. I can make out sharp lines of furniture blurring into softer shapes as my eyes threaten to close again. A hand tugs at my clothes, and I moan, twisting away.

      Something’s wrong. This room, the way I feel, the hands tugging, yanking, pulling.

      “Go away,” I mumble. “Go away.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, babe,” Sean says, and then laughs. “None of us are.”
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      I open eyes groggy from too little sleep. For a moment, I just lie there, trying to claw back the memory of what woke me. Then my phone vibrates, and I snatch it from my nightstand with a grunt. A glare at the screen shows me two things—the time, and that I have sixteen missed calls. I sit up in a rush, one hand in my hair, the other unlocking my phone with the swipe of my thumb.

      “Jude!”

      “Alex? What’s wrong?” I grate out as I shuffle to my en-suite bathroom to take a leak.

      “It’s Harper.”

      I nearly miss the fucking toilet. “Harper?”

      “You have to get to Sean’s house like right now.” Why is he whispering? “They drugged her, Jude.”

      I switch on the light, my eyes narrowing to slits at the brightness as I try to force my brain to make sense of this. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      But Alex just keeps talking. “I called the cops, but you know Sean’s dad won’t come break up a house party at his own fucking house.”

      Party. Harper. Drugged.

      I end the call without saying a fucking word. I hop into a pair of sweats, snag a hoody from the back of my chair, and race barefoot down the stairs. I pause at the back door to deactivate the alarm, but my hand hovers in thin air because it’s not turned on.

      My heart’s in my throat as I ram open the door and race around the house to my Range Rover. I slam the car door and twist the key in the ignition. Gravel sprays from under the tires as I peel out of the driveway. I’m staring behind me, one hand gripping the passenger side headrest as I hold down the gate’s key fob.

      “Open, open, open!” I mutter through my teeth.

      The one side of the gate scrapes against my fender as I back the SUV out faster than the gates can open. As soon as I’m on the road, I throw the gear shift into drive, and slam down my foot on the gas. My tires screech, and there’s a moment of frozen time where they can’t adhere to the surface of the road.

      Then they grip.

      The SUV lurches forward.

      I leave my stomach behind as my truck rockets down the road.
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      The party’s still in full swing when I arrive. Someone, I’m guessing Alex, left the gate open. I jump out of the SUV, not bothering to close the door behind me or take the key out of the ignition.

      Barefoot, dressed only in a hoody and sweats, I run over the lawn and weave between the parked cars. I slam open the front door, and it crashes into some guy standing too close. I couldn’t give a fuck if I’ve just broken his nose. Ignoring his yell of pain, I shove my way through the kids packed into the living room.

      “Alex!” I bellow, but there’s no way I can compete with the blaring music. “Harper!”

      “She’s upstairs,” a girl—fuck knows who—says.

      I turn and race for the stairs, shoving the kids who are too drunk or fucked to move out of my way.

      “Fuck you!” someone yells after me, but it’s all just white noise.

      They drugged her.

      I shove open every door on the second floor. I hammer on the first locked one I get to for a few seconds before moving on. My brain is screaming for me to slow down, to take stock, but there’s no time.

      They drugged her.

      I’m snarling, my hands in white-knuckled fists.

      “Jude. Jude!”

      Alex. I skid to a halt, carpet fibers scorching my naked feet. “Where?” is all I can manage through my tight throat.

      He points to a door.

      It’s closed.

      My heart’s in my fucking throat, throttling me, suffocating me. I expect it to be locked, but the door opens. That’s how little they care about being discovered. About being seen.

      Three guys. Sean, Daniel, Eric. Two on the bed, Daniel to one side with a cell phone. He’s the first to notice me. He’s the first to yell. But it’s not him I’m going for. When I grab Sean’s shirt and haul him away from Harper, he makes a surprised sound. But he doesn’t put up a fight until he’s on the floor like his reactions are delayed.

      They drugged her. Guess they had some too. Good for me, bad for them.

      My foot slams into his side, and he curls around the pain with a groan.

      Eric swings around, and shuffles for the side of the bed. He’s got his dick out, but it looks like I got here just in time because he isn’t even hard yet. Or am I too late…and it’s already over?

      Before he can make it off the bed, I grab a fistful of his hair and slam his head into the bedpost. He falls onto the floor without a sound and lies on the carpet like a dead thing.

      Harper.

      She’s still writhing, as if she doesn’t realize the guys who’d been pinning her down are gone. Her shirt is off, her bra askew and baring one nipple, but the rest of her clothes are still on. Her hands are gripping the sheets, twisting, and her eyes are wide open but staring at nothing.

      Daniel is running for the door. I catch him before he can get past, grip his throat and slam him into the nearest wall. “What did you do?” I growl out, my voice as brutal as the fingers closing over his windpipe.

      He drops his phone, grabs my wrists, tries to peel my fingers from his neck. I slam him into the wall again, and his eyelids flutter with pain. “Christ, Jude, nothing! I did nothing! They just told me to film!”

      Just like Sean told me to film him and Monica doing it. God, that feels like a lifetime ago now. I throw him away from me because all I want to do is keep slamming him into the wall until he stops moving. I see him scramble back to get his phone, and I know I should have taken it from him and smashed it, but then Sean pushes himself to his feet and lunges at me.

      We both go down. Wrestle. I manage a blow to his jaw, he fists me in the gut. The pain is intense, but focusing too. I grab his ears and head-butt him right in the nose. Blood sprays into my face. I taste it in my grimacing mouth. He screams like a fucking girl and lets me push him off.

      I don’t care about him anymore. I need to get Harper the fuck out of here. Home, safe, away from all this shit.

      And I need to leave before this fury turns to rage and I can’t stop.

      I climb back on the bed, dress her. She tries to fight me, but she’s as weak as a fucking baby. Because she is a baby. She’s too young for any of this shit.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I berate her quietly as I drag her to the side of the bed.

      My voice is too rough. It’s not her fault. She didn’t ask for this, didn’t deserve this. And the worst is I knew about this party. Sean even fucking invited me. This would never have happened if I’d come. I’d have seen them trying to pull this shit a mile away. I could have stopped this.

      I could have protected her.

      Even if she didn’t want me to.

      “I’ll never let anyone hurt you again,” I murmur, moving aside a section of her silky hair. “I swear it, Harper.”

      Her eyelids flutter a little at my touch, and then slowly open. She watches me for the longest time, but as if she’s looking through me. “Is it really you?” she whispers.

      “Yes, it’s me. I’m here. You’re safe now.”

      I scoop her into my arms, cradle her against my chest. She snuggles against me, and I can’t understand why it feels so fucking good. I head for the stairs, Alex ahead, pushing people out of the way. The worst way to do this—everyone’s gonna know. But maybe that’s for the best. I’m claiming Harper as mine. No one’s gonna fuck with her after this. No one will dare.

      Halfway down the halls, she grabs my hoody and murmurs, “Don’t be mad.”

      Alex glances back, sees me, comes back. “Jude?”

      “Bring my car around the back, as close to the garage as you can.”

      I’ve been to Sean’s house before. Came here to drop off notes for him when he was off sick for like three weeks back when I was a sophomore. His mother invited me into the kitchen for milk and cookies like I was five years old, and I felt too bad to say no. I was a fucking pushover back then. Before Mom died. Before Harper arrived. When everything was still going as well as could be expected.

      With luck on my side, I can get Harper out through the kitchen without anyone seeing. Then it’s back home. Fuck knows what’ll happen when we get there.

      Because despite Harper’s plea…I’m pissed. For her sake, I hope the drive home gives me enough time to cool off.
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      The rumble of Jude’s deep voice vibrates through me as he murmurs, “Easy, we’re almost there.” I force open eyes that feel weighed down with lead and try to focus on the face so close to mine.

      My body bobs up and down, and for a moment I’m convinced we’re in the swimming pool again. But I’m not cold—I’m wrapped in a warm cocoon.

      Jude glances down. Does a double-take when he sees me looking back. His dark eyes narrow, then flare wide. “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes,” I murmur. My body feels lame, numb, loose. “What...what happened?”

      “You don’t remember anything?”

      The contempt in his voice sends a shiver through me. That look is so terrifying that I immediately force away whatever memories try to surface.

      “Better that way,” Jude growls.

      Glimpses of familiar wallpaper, a painting, stairs paint an impression of the Dearth Manor. But I’m still reeling from the fact that I’m in Jude’s arms, that he’s being...well, not exactly nice but civil.

      It’s a welcome change.

      But I don’t understand what’s changed until I realize we’re stepping into my bedroom. Because then, when I try to struggle, I realize I don’t just feel weird. I’m incapacitated. Paralyzed.

      Completely, utterly, at Jude’s mercy.

      My first thought is that he did something. That he fed me something, drugged me—

      Sean. The joint. Crack.

      I should be freaking out right now, but I guess whatever those football jocks gave me made it impossible for me to feel anything. Jude lays me down on my bed, but he doesn’t move away. My heart sits in my chest like a dead thing, not even bothering to beat faster, despite the fear burrowing into my mind.

      “Let go,” Jude murmurs.

      That’s when I realize I’m holding onto Jude’s arm. I try to stop, but I can’t control my muscles. Jude gently peels my fingers off his skin, but as soon as I’m free, my hand twists and grabs hold of him again.

      “Harper—”

      “I’m scared.” It’s not a lie, despite my lackluster performance. I don’t know if the drugs have fully kicked in yet, I don’t know how bad it’ll get, and I have no fucking clue how long this horrible high is going to last.

      What if I stop breathing? What if I choke on my own puke?

      “Please.”

      Jude’s sculpted jaw bunches, his black eyes narrowing as he scans my face, searching for lies. But a glimmer of my hidden terror must show because, after a quick glance at the door, he shakes me off and heads over to it. He gently pushes it closed, pauses with his one hand flat on the wood, the other still curled around the handle, and then locks it.

      I snuck out just after ten. I don’t know how long I was at Sean’s house, but I’m guessing everyone’s already gone to bed. How else could Jude have snuck me back inside without our parents seeing?

      When he turns to face me, I only get a glimpse of his face before he reaches over and turns off the light. Now I don’t know what frightens me more—the implacable look on his face or the drugs rushing through my system. I can’t do anything but wait for him to come closer. When the mattress shifts under his weight, the urge to move away from him is so intense that my body starts shaking.

      Maybe his eyes have already adjusted to the dark, or maybe he’s just going on feel because he slides a hand under my neck and draws me against his warm body.

      “Shh,” Jude murmurs, his lips brushing the top of my head. “You’re safe now.”

      It makes no sense. There’s no way I could possibly believe him. Not after what he did to me by the bleachers. Not after all the hateful looks and derisive comments he’s sent my way. But things are different now. We’re trapped in a private hell, one we don’t dare tell anyone about. There is no one else to comfort us, no one else to bear our guilt or our shame.

      Jude holds me in his arms, calm, silent, comforting, while we wait for the drugs to wear off. Not saying a word. His body barely moving.

      But his heart pounds strong and slow, visceral in its vitality. I anchor to that sound, to that vibration. I let it fill me and pull me out of my terror. Suddenly all the things he did to me no longer matter. Because I have never felt this safe. This...treasured.

      But this aberration could never last. And it doesn’t.

      I nod off just before dawn, still wrapped in Jude’s arms. But when my mother’s faint laugh somewhere in the house wakes me, bright sunlight is shining through the chinks in the curtains, and Jude is gone.

      I’ve never felt this lonely in my life.
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      The doorbell rings, again. It goes unanswered…again. I put down my battered copy of The Scarlet Letter and wait. Dad and Diana are both at work but Harper and Rosie are both here, and should both be capable of answering the fucking door.

      Ding dong.

      Jesus. Are me and the person ringing the doorbell the only survivors of a zombie apocalypse? It’s bad enough I’m forced to endure the ramblings of an 1850’s puritan on a soapbox, without being interrupted every five seconds and having to restart the chapter.

      First, Rosie interrupted me. Granted, I’m the furthest thing from pissed off about her asking me to watch her swim. Nothing makes me happier than watching her splash around in her water wings. When I know Dad won’t catch us, like today, I take her to the deep end and keep a hand under her belly so she can swim like a grown-up.

      Rosie’s swimming lesson lasted an hour. Harper’s been sleeping off her wild night at Sean’s house. She didn’t even go to school. During the week, Dad doesn’t see any of us before he leaves for work. Honestly, the few times I’ve happened to cross his path in the early mornings, I wish I hadn’t. He’s not a morning person. Except on weekends—but I guess that’s because he gets to sleep in.

      And since Diana leaves with Dad after he got her that job at corporate, it’s just me and Harper in the house after Rosie’s special needs bus picks her up at seven. I’m the only one who knows Harper didn’t go to school today.

      I understand why she’s staying home, but she’s not in a coma. The least she could do was answer the—

      Ding—

      “For fuck’s sake!” I hurry downstairs and rip open the door.

      Marissa Hawthorn’s mouth goes wide, her upraised hand dropping to her side. She’s in some of Harper’s classes. The only reason I know her name is that she sent me a valentine's back in middle school.

      “Hi,” she breathes, fluttering her eyelashes at me as if she doesn’t notice the scowl on my face.

      “What?” I snap.

      She messes with her hair and then starts adjusting her clothing as if she wishes she wore something more scandalous today. “I…uh…it’s good to see you, Jude.”

      “Can I help you?” I show her my teeth. There’s no way she could possibly mistake it for a smile, but she grins anyway.

      “Yeah, uh…Is Harper home?”

      “She’s sick.”

      “Yeah, I thought so.” Marissa twists around and digs around in her backpack as I drum my fingers on the lintel. A moment later, she flourishes a thin stack of lined paper. “She’s going to need these notes. We’ve got a test—”

      “Thanks,” I say, snatching the papers from her and slamming the door in her face.

      “Asshole,” comes Marissa’s muffled voice from the other side of the door.

      I’m about to toss the stack of papers on the entrance table when something pink catches my eye.

      !! 4 TEST !!

      Fuck. Marissa highlighted a bunch of stuff on these notes. I’d get into a world of shit if Harper didn’t get this. After all, it’s not as if she’s actually sick. She’s detoxing from her party last night and probably wallowing in self-pity. I get it—what happened sucks. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s not to linger on the past, but merely to glance back every now and then so you know how to avoid making fuck ups in the present.

      Thank God I had the presence of mind to take all the booze out of the pool house. God knows how much worse this weekend would have been if I’d left in there. I still haven’t figured out what to tell Dad if he asks about it, but I went and put it up in the attic so I could always move it back if he bitches.

      Harper is asleep with her back to me, but jerks at the noise when I ram open her bedroom door. There’s an underlying hint of booze hanging in the air like it started seeping out of her pores after her liver couldn’t soak up any more. I don’t remember that smell being in here last night. Last night all I could smell was Harper.

      I fell asleep beside her, even though I swore I wouldn’t. And I didn’t touch her either. Other than letting her rest her head in the cradle of my arm, and despite the urges raging through my body. I watched her until she fell asleep, and then before I could extricate my arm, I managed to doze off too.

      None of that should have happened, but I had a moment of weakness when I saw the fear in her eyes. I took drugs once, first and last time ever. I had a bad trip, and I know exactly how powerless you feel in that moment. Nothing to do but ride it out. I had to endure that alone…and it’s something I would never wish on my worst enemy.

      Even Harper.

      But what happened? It changes nothing. She fucked up…she fucked up bad. If she thinks I’m going to forgive and forget, she’s got a nasty surprise headed her way.

      “Morning, Sis.” I toss her notes onto her nightstand before going over to the window. She groans when I yank open the curtains, pulling the sheet over her head like she wants to burrow into the mattress to get away from the light. I throw open the window, inhaling the fresh air that blasts into the house. Dearth Manor was built on a rise, so we get the brunt of the weather when it’s windy outside.

      “Close it,” she whines.

      “It stinks in here.”

      “Jude…please…”

      She gasps when I yank the sheets off her, and then tries to grab them back. I toss them over my shoulder. “You’re pathetic, you know that?”

      She scowls at me but doesn’t argue. Perhaps because she knows it’s the truth. Her makeup is smudged, her hair in disarray. But despite the shadows under her eyes, she doesn’t look hungover enough to be holed up in her room all day like this.

      “You have a test this week.” I point the notes on her side table. “You’d best start studying.”

      “Who died and made you king?” she mutters. Then she twists onto her side and pushes the notes off her nightstand, hunting through the mess until she finds her glass of water and the two aspirins.

      “This shit’s got to stop, Harper.”

      She glares at me. “You think you’re such hot shit but you what? You’re a pussy, just like Sean says you are.”

      My heart’s beating way too hard. Suddenly, I want to break something. I leave her room, slamming the door behind me, but even that doesn’t help.

      I can’t believe I felt sorry for her. I can’t believe I fucking sympathized. I thought we had a common enemy.

      But no.

      There are only two sides to this war: Harper and Jude. How long will it take Harper to figure out she’s fighting a losing battle?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

      

    

    







            Jude

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m watching Harper chatting with Marissa in the cafeteria like a verifiable stalker. Today is pizza and salad. Marissa’s sipping on a Diet Pepsi, Harper’s got her pink water bottle out. They always get pizza on Fridays. It’s also the one day Marissa doesn’t go and puke it up in the bathroom afterward.

      I should have realized that since she dropped off notes for Harper, Marissa might want to be my stepsister’s friend. I’ll allow it—Marissa’s got good grades, and from what I could find out, the only thing that might be an issue is her bulimia.

      It doesn’t look like Marissa’s sharing whatever’s in Harper’s water bottle.

      I know she got booze from somewhere because my stepsister is barely a functioning alcoholic. I guess I should be glad she doesn’t have close friends because they might have taught her the kind of tricks that make it impossible for people like me to figure out just how much Harper drinks in a day.

      I warned her.

      I fucking warned her.

      After I emptied out the pool house bar, I thought Harper might actually make a recovery. The first half of this week made it seem like she was genuinely making an effort to stay sober. Her pink water bottle stayed in the kitchen cabinet, and instead I’d see her buying water from the vending machines at school, or drinking from the water fountains. She’d even take the bottles home and toss them in our recycling bin in the scullery.

      For once, there was a fucking ray of sunshine on the horizon.

      But Harper was just laying low. Luring me back into my comfort zone. Looking back, it’s painfully obvious that she was making a point of showing me how obedient she was.

      She could have thrown those bottles away at school, but she wanted me to see them. She would engage me in conversation at the dinner table, and she’d be chatty on the way home from school as if to confirm that she wasn’t slurring.

      Bitch had me wrapped around her fucking finger.

      But she’s still getting booze from somewhere because unless she’s got some medical condition I don’t know about, her morning shakes are from being hungover.

      I asked her outright more than once, and every time the sincerity in her blue eyes made me believe she was actually coming around.

      Last night after everyone had gone to bed, I was up with an assignment, and I heard her bedroom door open. I don’t know when she figured out about the stash of booze in the attic, but it must have been several days ago because when I went to go check the next morning, most of the bottles had been watered down. Seemed she no longer cared what she drank, as long as it did the job.

      I fucking warned her.

      I could have taken the bottles back to the pool house, then shown them to my parents. But there were so many ways that could backfire. She could claim I was setting her up, that I was the one doing the drinking, or that the weekday cleaning staff was stealing tots.

      She wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      I figured out what I was going to do last night, while I was jerking off in bed with Harper’s panties wrapped around my fist.

      Harper leans into Marissa, giggling. My mouth quirks up at the side, a thrill coursing through me.

      After this, she’ll be desperate to end the war.

      When she’s on her knees, begging for mercy, I’ll keep her there until I’m satisfied.
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      My stomach turns itself inside out as I stare at the big red F slashed onto the top of my science paper.

      I failed.

      I’m not surprised, but some optimistic, idealistic, starry-eyed part of me thought everything would just…turn out okay. Even though I walked into class on Wednesday without having studied a single page of Marissa’s notes.

      “There’s a make-up test next Friday after school,” Mr. Monroe says in a tone of voice that makes it sound like he couldn’t actually give a fuck if I pass or fail. He’s an old, wrinkly man who smells like an ashtray and has the yellow teeth and fingertips to go with his nicotine addiction. I bet he gets his kicks out of watching dumb asses like me fail his class every semester.

      God, this is killing my buzz.

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      But he’s already moving onto the kid behind me. I hear a murmured, “Congratulations, Greg. Another A.”

      I slump into my arms, inhaling the scent of my deodorant mingling with the desk and the paper.

      If I don’t pass science, they’ll hold me back another year, and I’m already behind after all the shit I went through with Mom. I mean, there were six months back when I was thirteen when we stayed in a trailer in the middle of nowhere. How the hell was I supposed to get to school?

      Shoving into a sit, I force my eyes wide and take a look around the room. There are only a handful of gloomy faces, and one girl in the far back is crying silently into the sleeve of her blazer.

      Marissa sits in the front of the class, but she happens to look back and catch my eye. Her grin fades when all I can muster up is a dreary smile in return. She shrugs, shakes her head. I roll my eyes and prop my cheek on my hand. She faces forward again.

      Okay, enough wallowing. I need to take action.

      I nod decisively and gather up my things, shoving them into my backpack. I’m going to go home, crack open this textbook, and read it cover-to-cover. I’ll use Marissa’s notes when I get stuck. Maybe even invite her over this weekend if I need more help.

      But immediately my mind goes to the attic. It took me a while, but I eventually figured out where Jude had hidden the pool house cache. I kept telling myself the hunt was just a game me and him were playing, a silent version of hide and seek. I didn’t need booze at home, because Talia sold me enough at school to keep me buzzing the whole day. But then I found the boxes of alcohol in the attic, and I had to celebrate my victory.

      Shit. I can’t study at home. I don’t dare. I wouldn’t be able to withstand the temptation.

      Wait. The library. It’s perfect.

      I rummage around in my backpack and grab out my water bottle. It’s a cute pink one with the words “you got this” in glitter. I glance around casually and take a quick sip, then another. A last gulp before I stash the bottle back in my backpack, and then I pop a strip of gum into my mouth.

      It’s good for my teeth because it’s sugar-free.

      I’m so excited about my plan of action, that I sneak out the bottle a moment later and take another gulp.
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      Jude must be bipolar or something. He doesn’t even make a fuss when I ask him to take me to the library. There doesn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the days he’s a psychotic asshole or the ones where he’s a tolerable stepbrother.

      “What time should I pick you up?” he asks.

      I spin around and have to grab onto the SUV’s mirror so I don’t fall on my ass. My sense of balance is non-existent these days. Maybe I’ve got an ear infection or something.

      “Uhm…” I stare into the distance. I’m a lot more tired than I thought I’d be. And I think there was something wrong with the cafeteria’s chicken nuggets because my stomach is feeling all kinds of twisted up. I open the door and climb back inside. “You know what, I’ll go tomorrow.”

      I’m sure I can still get some studying done this afternoon. I’ll go sit in the dining room. I’ll get tons done.

      “You said you wanted to go to the library to study.” But Jude’s the one studying me.

      I cover my smile with the back of my hand. “Whatever. I have the whole weekend.”

      Jude’s eyes narrow. “Are you meeting someone here?”

      I snort. “Yeah, Jude, my boyfriend and me make out in the mechanical engineering aisle like all the time.”

      Jude says nothing to this. He reverses out of his parking bay and leaves. “You still carry that water bottle with you?” he asks.

      My throat closes up. I force out a strangled, “What?”

      “I’m thirsty.” He holds out his hand.

      “It’s empty.”

      “I heard it sloshing around in there.” He glances at me, then back at the road. “Come on, Harper. Don’t be selfish.”

      I don’t know why I obey. It’s like my arm is receiving instructions directly from some other entity. Jude, I guess. I take out my bottle and unscrew the cap, but thank God I get my motor function back a second before he can take it from me.

      Lifting the bottle, I glug down the last three sips of vodka inside and tip the bottle over. “See? Empty.”

      Jude drops his hand, saying nothing. In fact, he goes on to say nothing for the rest of the trip home. When we stop at home, he doesn’t unlock the door straight away. I tug on the handle anyway and then lean back to give him a deadpan look. “Open,” I whine.

      He sits for a moment, utterly frozen, and then turns in his seat. The serious expression on his face is like a bucket of icy water on my face. I sit up straight and push away from him, crowding against the nook between the door and the seat.

      “Harper, you’ve got a problem.”

      “What?” I laugh, but it’s more of a snort. “Oh my God, are you serious?” I tap the water bottle. “This proves nothing.”

      “So you’re one hundred percent sober right now?”

      “I mean…is anyone? Ever?” As soon as his eyes narrow, I hold up my hands in mock surrender. “Yeah, Jude. I’m sober.”

      He cocks his head exactly like he did in the dream I had about him the other night. God, how many times have I seen him in my dreams? Twenty? Thirty? Most nights I don’t remember what I dream, but the ones where I wake up horny I know it was about him. My body starts switching on, and I squirm in my seat.

      What the fuck, Harper? Quit it! If Jude breathes a word of some of the shit I’ve done the past few weeks, I’m dead meat. I don’t want to go back to the trailer. I like going to school. I like thinking I have even a glimmer of a future that involves college.

      “Do you even realize you’re slurring?”

      My cheeks catch fire. “No I’m not.”

      He goes on like I haven’t spoken. “Or that my sister has better hand-eye coordination than you?” His lips quirk up in a smile that’s anything but jolly. “You’re a fucking train wreck, Harper.” He grabs my thigh and leans in close, triggering another flashback of my hot as fuck dream of him.

      I bite my lip, forcing myself not to react, but I can’t seem to stop squirming in the seat. Probably because the friction of my skirt on the leather is doing all sorts of wicked things to my pussy.

      He glances at my water bottle, and I flinch when his eyes lock back onto mine. “That was the last. Ever. If you don’t sober up immediately, you’ll regret the day you ever laid eyes on me.”

      He sits back in his seat and pushes the button to unlock my door. I scramble out, yanking on my clothes to realign them when my blazer gets caught in the seatbelt. “Asshole!” I yell.

      I know I have to reign it in, but I can’t.

      He thinks he knows everything, but he’s so fucking wrong.

      If he wants to act like a prick, if he thinks I’m just going to let him walk all over me, then he’s got another thing coming.

      I should have been looking where I was going, not glaring at him over my shoulder. I trip and fall to my hands and knees, scraping both. The stab of pain is enough to bring tears to my eyes, but I blink them back with iron determination.

      Pushing myself up, I dust off my hands and force myself to keep walking. Not looking back.

      This is fucking war.
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      Today is the first time I’ve had a glimpse of “normal” in a long, long time. Maybe it’s because Dad’s absence at my Friday night games doesn’t sting as much as it used to. We killed it last night, adding another game to our streak of victories. It feels fucking fantastic...but it would have felt so much better if he’d been there to witness it.

      Despite that, when we sit down for family dinner the next night—braised lamb shanks, mashed potatoes, steamed veggies—and Harper declines the glass of wine Dad wants to pour her...well, I won’t lie, everything seems right with the world.

      Very fucking briefly.

      I’ve barely savored more than a few bites of the meal before Diana says, “I’ve got good news, Harper.”

      My stepsister looks up from her plate, a bite of mashed potatoes halfway to her mouth. There’s no excitement on her face—I guess her idea of good news differs from her mother’s.

      “Wayne pulled some strings so you and your friend can help out on the Feast of Ashes committee.”

      Harper drops her fork. “Mom, that’s great!”

      It is? I sit back in my seat, watching the exchange with narrowed eyes. Rosie’s trying to make eye contact with me, but I keep my gaze on Harper.

      Wayne gives them a warm smile, but he stays silent. Odd, that. The Feast of Ashes is a big deal for his company. They secured over a million in funds last year. I’m sure a percentage of that went into his pocket, but quite a bit went toward people in need. The Feast of Ashes mobile soup kitchen ran for over a week in Jackleg Valley before heading out of state.

      “The first meeting is next week Thursday. Could you invite your friend over before that so we can meet her?”

      “Who, Marissa?” I ask, grabbing my soda water and taking a sip.

      Harper makes a point of not looking at me when she says, “Her name’s Eliza.”

      “Oh, well then we’ll have Eliza for dinner on Tuesday. Does that work for you, honey?” Diana looks at my dad, and he gives her a nod as he chews on a mouthful of lamb.

      Rosie grabs a piece of carrot and shoves it into her mouth when she thinks no one is looking, and then glances over at me. I give her a brief smile, but my focus goes back to Harper a second later. “When did you become such a philanthropist?”

      Harper’s cheeks redden a little. “I’m not a monster, Jude.”

      I shake my head and return to my food without another word. Now Harper’s going to be hanging out with Eliza Jackson?

      I don’t like it. Not one fucking bit. And when Harper happens to catch my eye a few seconds later, she knows it too.

      Why else would she pale like that?
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      As soon as our parents have gone to bed, I go to Harper’s room. I try the door, but it’s locked. So I go back to my room and text her.

      OPEN.

      I see her come online, but she doesn’t respond.

      UR JUST MAKING THIS WORSE 4 YOURSELF

      No response. I go to the hallway and try the handle again. This time, it turns. The light is on, and I blink into it as my eyes adjust. Harper is sitting by her dressing table, wrapping her robe tight around herself as she watches me step inside.

      “What do you want?” she asks in a low voice.

      Good. The fact that she doesn’t want to wake our parents means that she knows she’s at a disadvantage here. Which is only right—I’m not the one who snuck out to a party and almost got myself gang-raped. I’m not the one who drinks at school. I’m the one trying to help her. And if she can’t see that, then she’s a fucking idiot.

      She makes as if to stand, but I put out a hand. “Stay there.”

      “What are you—?” She cuts off when I bring a finger to my lips.

      She slumps a little on her stool, watching warily as I go through her room. I search everywhere—under the bed, in her nightstand drawer, under her mattress. Her walk-in closet gets a thorough inspection too, all while I keep an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t move.

      I don’t find any booze, but I do find her science test in her backpack. “Were you drunk when you took this?” I ask, holding up the paper so the F is clear.

      “Fuck you,” she mutters.

      I roll the paper up and tap it into my palm as I stare at her from across the room. “This thing with Eliza isn’t going to happen,” I tell her.

      She blinks at me like she can’t believe what she’s hearing. “Excuse me?”

      “Marissa’s fine, but Eliza is bad news.”

      Harper rushes to her feet. “You really think I give a fuck what you—!”

      I put a finger to my lips again. She trails off, sullen anger glowing in her eyes as I go to close the door. When I turn back, she’s on her feet, her hands fisted at her side.

      “Do you really think this is negotiable?” I ask her.

      She says nothing, but the tightening around her mouth makes me think she’s starting to get a fucking clue. I stalk over to her, but I force myself not to touch her. That would be too dangerous. Too easy for me to lose control again like I did out there by the bleachers. So I just tower over her, close enough to feel the heat of her body, close enough to smell her hair.

      “There will be no dinner next week. Eliza won’t be part of this project of yours.” I lift my hand and then drop it again without pushing back the chunk of hair hanging beside her face like I wanted to. But Harper shifts like I touched her anyway, her lips plumping out as she lets out the breath she must have been holding. “You will focus on your grades, and you will focus on staying sober. Do you understand me?”

      I hold her icy stare for a long time, but eventually she glances away and mumbles, “Yes.”

      “I can’t hear you.”

      “Yes, Jude.” She looks at me again. The fury in her eyes makes my cock twitch behind my sweats. “I understand you perfectly.”

      I don’t like the tone of her voice. I’d have preferred a meek response, not something as passive-aggressive as this.

      But my dick is still hardening, and I have to get out of here before I decide to stick it somewhere it doesn’t belong. I can’t fight the urge anymore, though. I tuck back that chunk of hair, my fingertip thrilling at the silky feel, and drop my head until our mouths are less than an inch apart.

      “Good girl,” I murmur.

      I don’t look back as I leave, not even when I take the key out of her door and pocket it. If I want to do a surprise inspection, I’m not going to give her a chance to hide her shit away first.

      There’s no honor system here—Harper will have to earn that kind of trust.
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      I check in on Harper on Sunday too, but I decide to do it earlier in the day when Dad and Diana are out with Rosie. I was flabbergasted when Diana asked if me and Harper wanted to join them at the movies—not just that she’d asked but because they were taking Rosie with them. I almost went with...but I hate animated movies. I endure them at home when Rosie asks me to watch the first bit of Moana with her, but I can’t handle a full film in the theater.

      Harper doesn’t go either, and the only reason for that is so she can get up to mischief. So I wait her out to see what she does or where she goes...but she doesn’t even leave her bedroom. About an hour after our parents leave, I slip into her room. I expect to see her on her bed, reading or texting on her phone. Maybe even doing homework by her dresser. But her room is empty.

      Fuck! Did she climb out the window?

      I rush over and lean out, knowing she’s already long gone, but unable to help myself. It was an idiot move, but I’m glad I couldn’t control the impulse because it’s only once I’m standing there, glaring down into the swimming pool area, that I hear the faint swirl of water coming from inside her bathroom.

      So she didn’t leave after all. But I should.

      Instead, I head for the bathroom door she left ajar. Instead, I turn the handle. Instead, I push it open.

      Harper’s in the tub. The way the bathroom is laid out, she’s facing me, but there’s no scream for me to get out because her eyes are closed. If it wasn’t for her fingertips twitching along to whatever music she’s listening to on her earbuds, I’d have thought she dozed off. Her hair is in a dry, messy bun on top of her head, her body veiled with a few soft mounds of bubble bath. But she must have been in the bath for a while because those bubbles are becoming sparse.

      I can already make out the dark triangle between her legs. Both her nipples are exposed, those dusty pink circles full and soft. But as if she can sense me standing here, as if she feels eyes on her, those nipples start to tighten. I watch, fascinated, unable to tear my eyes away.

      Harper shifts in the water, letting out a soft sigh, her eyelashes fluttering. My chest tightens, and I take a hurried step back, then another, trying to move as silently as possible.

      I slide around the door, pressing my back into the wall as I release the breath I was holding. I wait for her to call out, for her to ask me what the fuck I was doing watching her...but I guess I got out of there just in time because there’s no sound from the bathroom. It’s only when in the hallway outside, turning to close her bedroom door behind me, that I hear her call out, “Hello?”

      Silently, I shut her door and creep back into my room.

      I lock my door. There’s no way she’s catching me jerking off again. I don’t even bother turning on porn. I shove a hand under my mattress and drag out her undies, already pulling my dick out of my sweats as I perch on the edge of my bed.

      I inhale the scent of her, but despite the punishing rhythm I set, my climax feels miles away. Growling with frustration, I toss her panties away from me and fall back on my bed, closing my eyes and trying to work up a visual image of Harper so I can end my misery.

      But nothing works. All I can see is her soaking in the tub, curves that would give Michelangelo a fucking hard-on.

      It takes me a few minutes of futile jerking off before I realize what’s wrong. I sit up in a rush, shoving my rock-hard cock back in my sweats and digging my fingers into the comforter spread over my bed.

      She was fucking happy, that’s why. I don’t know what—or who—she was thinking about, but it wasn’t me. And that made her happy, and when she’s happy...

      I’m pissed off.

      It makes no sense. I’m not a fucking sadist. I don’t enjoy seeing other people in pain. But I do resent the fact that Harper can lie in the tub and be happy, even for a brief moment, after all the shit she’s pulled.

      What does that make me?

      I leave my room in a rush, striding past Harper’s bedroom door without even looking at it. I’m in the attic a minute later, dusting my hands as I scan the cobwebby shadows for the boxes I left up here.

      I’m not a sadist...I’m Harper’s worst fucking nightmare brought to life. And if she can lie there and be happy, then I’m obviously going about this all wrong.

      I made it too easy.

      I took away every ounce of temptation. Meanwhile, I have to live with her in the same house, sleeping a yard away from me. She’s a constant temptation. I realize my mistake now. I’ve stacked the odds in her favor.

      Time to fix it.
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      I take the stairs slowly, like I’m in a dream, my muscles loose and relaxed from my long bath. I’ve been feeling like utter shit after being sober for almost two days—headaches, the shakes, nausea—but after that soak, I’m actually starting to feel like a human being again.

      I go into the kitchen to make myself a cup of tea, but stop when I see the bottle standing on the kitchen island. There’s a shot glass beside it, a measure of cream liqueur poured right up to the brim.

      What the hell is a bottle of Bailey’s doing in—

      Jude.

      I scowl at the bottle, flipping it off for good measure as I go to make myself a cup of tea. I hum a wordless tune as I’m busy, but it’s more to force away the awareness of that bottle right behind me than anything else.

      Does he really think I’m that stupid? I mean, come on. A bottle of Baileys? What is he expecting? That I can’t even see alcohol without wanting to drink it? It’s ridiculous how Jude thinks he can manipulate me.

      He’s such a fucking asshole.

      I start tapping my foot, then drumming my fingers on the counter as I wait for the kettle to boil.

      God, why is it taking so long?

      I swing around and glare at the bottle. I can smell it from here, and I absolutely loathe the fact that it’s making my mouth water. So I raid one of the cabinets and grab a box of cookies, tearing it open and shoving one in my mouth.

      It’s too dry. Too sweet. All crumbly and shit. I go over to the trashcan and spit it out. Thankfully, the water’s boiled by then. I pour my tea and hurry out of the room as fast as I can without spilling, leaving the bottle and shot glass untouched. And I’m damn fucking proud of that. So proud, that I’m grinning when I head back to my room and close my bedroom door.

      Not for the first time, my eyes dart down to the empty keyhole.

      My cheeks heat as anger builds inside me, but I push it down and stomp it out with ruthless determination. I can’t win this thing if I keep losing my shit. Jude does all of this just to rile me up. I’ll be giving him exactly what he wants if I lose my cool.

      I turn to find another shot of Bailey’s on my dresser. I stare at it, incredulous, and set my tea down beside it. Then I carefully pick it up so I don’t spill.

      I’m in half a mind to go to his room and throw it in his smirking face. But that would mean entering his territory, and I don’t need a flashback of the day I caught him masturbating to porn on his computer. That moment has already served as the seed for several erotic dreams about him. I empty the tot glass into my bathroom sink.

      God, Jude loves making me waste alcohol. What is his problem, anyway? Maybe Wayne is a closet alcoholic or something. Maybe he beats Jude when he’s had one too many. It’s got to be something like that, else why would make such a huge fucking deal out of this?

      I sip my tea while I study from my science textbook. I only have a few days until Friday’s test—and I have to ace it. Not just so I’ll pass the grade, but so I can prove to myself that I’m not a fucking loser.

      Mom’s expression the other day, her shock when I told her I wanted to go to college...what does that say about me? I wasn’t ready to face that shit earlier, but now that I’m not buzzed every waking minute of my day, it’s easier to reconcile.

      I’m not stupid. With some studying, I know I can get my grades up. Wayne has the money to send me to college, I just have to prove that I belong there.

      How hard could it be?

      I finish my tea and go to put it on the dresser. The shot glass is still there, and it still makes the air smell of Bailey’s. So I take it to the bathroom and rinse it out, then toss it in the trash. I think it breaks when it hits the bottom of the trash can, and that makes me smile.

      Take that, Bro.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m damned proud that I say no when Wayne offers me a glass of wine with dinner. My stepfather frowns at me as if he’s wondering why I’m avoiding alcohol, but my mom chimes in with a comment about the movie they saw with Rosie and steers the conversation away.

      It sounds like they had a great time. Now I’m regretting not going with. I wasn’t sure if I was up to it at the time, not with how shitty I’ve been feeling the past few days, and I didn’t want to take a chance I’d have to run out to go puke or something. I obviously missed out. Rosie chatters about the movie non-stop through the rest of dinner, and I see even Jude is casting her sullen looks as he devours his meatloaf.

      When I’m done eating I excuse myself for the night, not a drop of wine having passed my lips, which is probably why Jude looks so pissed off when I leave. But as soon as I step into my room and see a fresh shot of Bailey’s on my dresser, the bottle beside it, I’m just as pissed off.

      I throw myself on my bed and take out my phone. I’d been putting this off, trying to figure out a way around Jude’s threats...but now I’m determined enough that it doesn’t matter what Eliza says. I just want this to end.

      She answers on the third ring. “Harper!”

      “Hey.” My voice doesn’t come close to matching her enthusiasm. “I’m glad I got hold of you, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      “Is this about the festival?” It sounds like she’s grinning ear to ear.

      I force a swallow. “Yeah, uh…” I push out a silent sigh and squeeze my lids with my fingers.

      “What’s wrong?” Eliza says. Gone is the cheery note in her voice. She’s cautious now, as if she feels something bad headed her way.

      I only realize my eyes are fixed on the bottle of Bailey’s when they start stinging. I blink, get to my feet, and walk over to the dresser. It’s like I’m in a trance, one I don’t know how to snap out of.

      Did Jude know how difficult this call would be? Did he anticipate how I’d flounder, how I’d wish to have some fucking Dutch courage to see me through?

      He must have. Because that’s exactly what’s happening. I’m terrified of what’ll happen if I slip up and Jude finds out, but what about the repercussions of not letting Eliza join the committee? Marissa says she’s someone you don’t mess with, and how bad am I messing with her right now?

      “I’m going to call you back,” I tell her, and put the phone down without waiting for her reply.

      It’s insane how badly I want to drink this shot. How badly I crave the alcohol’s mind-numbing effect. If I think about it—not that I really want to—I’ve been looking for comfort, for hope in the bottom of a bottle for a while. Maybe there’s no way I’ll ever be able to cope without it again. All I know is that I’ll never have the courage to do what I need to do right now. Not without a few measures of Bailey’s down my throat first.

      That’s what I tell myself when I down the shot. The slightly thick, slightly warm liquid pours into my mouth, sharp and sweet and creamy, but I barely let myself taste it before I swallow.

      It’s not enough, of course. So I pour myself another. But there’s something wrong with the consistency. It’s too runny, not the right color. And when it hits the tiny bit of Bailey’s left in the shot glass, it’s obvious how different the two liquids are. I dip my finger into the creamy substance and lick it off. Milk and, possibly, vanilla essence.

      Why the fuck would he do this?

      Eliza calls me back, but I ignore my phone. I feel like I just broke into Fort Knox to find out they’d replaced all the gold bars with carved soap.

      I strangle the bottle by its neck as I rush into the bathroom. I nearly throw it into the shower to shatter it but manage to hold back at the last second. Instead, I empty everything down the drain, rinse it out, and stash the empty bottle right at the back of the vanity. When I straighten, it’s like my body’s connected to a live wire. I’m thrumming with a hatred so deep it’s staining my soul tar-black.

      Gotta burn it off. Gotta do something, anything, to get my mind off this. Eliza calls again—I switch off my phone and toss it on the bed, start pacing my room.

      Then I grab my swimsuit out of the closet, a robe, and comfy clothes for after. A few laps in the manor’s heated pool should clear my mind.

      “Harper, honey? Where are you going?” my mom calls out when I rush past the dining room.

      I pause. “Okay if I do some laps?” I ask, hoping they’ll take my tight voice as anything but the anger blazing through me. I ignore the way Jude is staring at me, and the way Rosie’s eyes go big.

      “I wanna swim too!” she announces, slipping off her chair and hurrying toward me.

      Jude puts out an arm, catching her around the middle, and draws her onto his lap. “Only grown-ups can swim at night, Rosie,” he says, giving her a hug. She fights him, scowls. “You said she wasn’t a grown-up.”

      He laughs despite how Wayne and Diana frown at him and then glances at me over his shoulder. “I was wrong, Rosie. It happens sometimes.”

      I force my eyes away from him, focusing on my mother instead. “Please, Mom?”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” Wayne cuts in. “Just make sure you lock up when you come back inside.” He slides his hand over the table and grabs my mom’s wrist. “I think we’re going to bed early anyway.”

      My mom breaks eye contact with me to smile at Wayne, and I take it as my cue to get the fuck out of there before they change their minds.

      I can feel Jude staring at the back of my head, but that doesn’t stop me. He knows why I’m pissed off. But I do feel sorry for Rosie. I’m sure it would have been fine for her to swim with me, but the last thing I need right now is to look after someone else when I feel so fucking self-destructive.

      The warm water and the exertion of a few laps does wonders for my mind, though. I’m calm when I get out, calm when I open the pool house’s French doors, even calm when I go into the bathroom for a quick shower and to change into my warm clothes.

      But that serenity shatters when I come out, still toweling my hair, and happen to glance toward the mahogany bar.

      “You motherfucking asshole,” I hiss when I see bottles stacked on those dark shelves.
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      I don’t go to school on Monday. Mom tells me she’s worried about me, that I have to go to the doctor if I keep getting the runs for no reason. Maybe I have a parasite, she says, or I’ve developed IBS. But I tell her I’ll be fine, that I have a ton of studying to do anyway, that I have gym today so that’s already a wasted period I could be utilizing much better. How I manage to get out “utilizing” without giggling or slurring I don’t know. I guess because I’m already hungover, even though I haven’t gone to sleep yet. If she does notice anything when she bends down to kiss the top of my head, she doesn’t say anything.

      I resent her for that. How could a mother not know her daughter is hungover?

      When the house falls quiet, I know Jude’s coming. A minute later, my bedroom door opens.

      He stands in the doorway, but all he does is stare, so I turn my fucking back on him. Of course he knows I took the bait. I don’t care what he’s going to do about it, especially if he’s going to turn it into a fucking drama.

      But the weird thing is that he doesn’t do anything. He doesn’t come inside my room, he doesn’t say a word. He just watches me for a few minutes and then pulls the door closed. I hear his car, then there’s just quiet.

      Beautiful silence.

      Finally, I pass out. Finally, my brain stops inundating me with what-ifs. Finally, I’m at peace with myself.

      But, again, it’s an aberration that only lasts long enough to give me hope before my world is thrown into chaos.
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      My Tuesday starts out like any other. I pick at a bowl of granola and down a cup of coffee while Jude reads something on his phone. Rosie’s bus already came to take her to school. All that’s left is for us to go to ours. Jude cranks up energetic EDM music in the car. It’s intense. Overwhelming. If I wasn’t still a little buzzed from the pick me up I put in my coffee, then I’d have been fucking pissed off at him.

      I realize five minutes from Cinderhart High that I don’t have my phone with me. I can’t even remember when I last had it with me. The last thing I remember using it for was calling Eliza on Sunday night. Maybe it fell on the floor and I accidentally kicked it under my bed.

      It doesn’t matter. I know Jude won’t turn back to fetch it, so I try to forget about how boring science class is going to be without a sneaky game of Candy Crush. I still need to study for Friday’s test, but I still have the rest of the week. No way I’m getting anything done with this headache.

      The music was a sign, but I only realize it when we pull into the parking lot at school. When I see the crowd of kids huddled near the entrance of the main building, everyone looking grim. Arms crossed, heads shaking, some kids with arms slung around other's shoulders.

      As soon as Jude turns off the stereo, I hear the siren.

      My heart’s in my throat as I fumble with the handle to get out of the car. Jude’s voice is emotionless when he says, “Need help with that?”

      That’s when I realize he’s responsible. I don’t know how, but I know why.

      I hurry toward the school, Jude a few steps behind me. I’m hypnotized by the surreal moment, by the muted chatter of kids and the way they stare with glazed eyes toward the school.

      The main hallway is empty except for the group of teachers further up the hall by a row of lockers. The smell of burned paper and melted paint hangs thick in the air. The principal is there too, and he’s holding a fire extinguisher. One of the teachers is busy scraping burnt things out of a locker.

      My locker.

      My view of the commotion is blocked off when someone walks in front of me. I recognize them instantly, but by then it’s already too late. I glance over my shoulder, but Jude is nowhere in sight. Even though the principal is only a few yards away, I’m as terrified as if I’d been trapped in a blind alley.

      Sean’s easy grin turns my guts to stone.

      I’ve been avoiding them like the plague ever since the party, and they haven’t gone out of their way to be close to me either. I guess they realized that I wasn’t going to rat them out for what happened when two weeks passed without them being called to the police station or the principal’s office.

      “Got your message,” Sean says, a dimple forming in his cheek as his smile becomes a little lopsided. His casual wave takes in the smoke and the bits of charred paper and the concerned expressions of the teachers clustered around my burned-out locker. “Hope you get mine, cunt.”

      He pushes past me so hard that I stumble and bounce off the wall. My backpack thumps to the ground but I leave it there, too shocked to do anything but stare after Sean and his posse as they leave the way I came in.

      My…message?

      “Shit, Harper.” I turn my head, watching as Jude ambles up to me wearing a faint grimace. “What will Dad say when he finds out you’ve destroyed school property?”

      It’s the first time he’s called Wayne my father.

      Honest to God, I hope it’s the last.

      Jude shoves a hand into his blazer and pulls out my phone. “Here. It must have fallen out in the truck.”

      It’s warm from being in his pocket. I’m tempted to throw it in the nearest trash bin because somehow I already know what I’m going to find when I unlock it.

      Sure enough, when I check the last message I sent, my skin goes cold.

      To: Sean

      You won’t get away with this. I’m going to the principal.
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      My body goes ice-cold when I hear tires crunching over gravel. Wayne and my mom are home. Even with my hands in fists, they still feel like they’re trembling when the front door opens. I’m standing on the landing, too nervous to wait inside my room for the sentence about to be handed down.

      Wayne glances up as if he can sense me, and his mouth thins into a grim line. He beckons me with a flick of his fingers, and Mom follows him into the kitchen without looking up at me. I take the stairs, my insides quivering like jelly and as soon as I round the corner, my eyes fill with hot tears. “I didn’t do it!”

      She goes to the wine cooler and grabs a random bottle by the neck. I flinch when she puts it down with a loud clack on the marble countertop.

      “Sit,” Wayne says.

      I creep closer, head down and eyes on the floor as I slide into a barstool opposite my stepfather. “I didn’t do it,” I whisper. “Please, you have to—”

      “They sent me a quote for the repairs,” he cuts in. “I’ll be taking every cent from your allowance until you’ve fully reimbursed me.”

      A tear races down my cheek, but not because I’m terrified. I’m pissed off as all hell.

      “Why would I do it?” I ask stiffly, trying to sound calm and reasonable, not at all like an arsonist. “All my stuff was in there. Stuff I liked. Doesn’t it make more sense that someone else—?”

      “You’ve been there barely a month.” My gaze darts up to my mom. She’s nursing a wine glass to her chest, her eyes narrowed. “Why on earth would someone want to burn your stuff?”

      And this is what it all comes down to. To defend myself, I’ll have to tell them it was Sean. Then they’d want to know why he’d want to destroy my stuff. So I’d have to tell them about the party. Detention, expulsion, perhaps being grounded for the rest of my life might actually be easier and less humiliating. But I’ll be damned if I’m going to be punished for this.

      My voice is thick when I finally manage to speak. “I know who did it. And I know why.”

      This is met with silence. I look at my mom, and then at Wayne. Not a sympathetic face in sight. I guess it didn’t help that I’d started yelling at the principal after they’d herded me into his office and accused me of setting fire to my own locker.

      “Well?” Mom snaps. “Tell us then.”

      “It’s a boy in school. He…he hates me.”

      “What did you do to him?” Wayne asks.

      I surge to my feet. “Why are you blaming me?”

      “You must have done something to upset him if you say he hates you.”

      Good God, I can’t stand how patronizing Mr. Dearth is being right now.

      “He wanted to…sleep with me.” I choke on the word as I hug myself hard. My cheeks are blood-red, my chest so tight I can’t breathe. I look at the table rather than trying to look at either of them. I wave a hand, trying to be glib. Failing. “This is what happens when you say no.”

      Mr. Dearth stands and comes around the table to me. “Why didn’t you tell the principal this?”

      “He wouldn’t listen.” As soon as he lays an arm over my shoulder, the walls I’d built up inside collapse. I let out a sob and turn into his chest. “I swear, Mr. Dearth, I didn’t do it.”

      It’s the first time Wayne has ever held me. I thought it would be comforting, but he just stands there, steely and silent. It’s like trying to find comfort in a telephone pole.

      “Do you have proof?”

      I step back from Mr. Dearth and blink away my tears so I can focus on my mom. I get that she’s angry, but why is she treating me like this? “What?”

      She waves a hand, eyebrows cocking up. “Do you really expect us to take your word? You’ve already missed five days of school, Harper. The principal tells me you’re failing science. If you keep this up, you’ll have to repeat the year.”

      “Enough,” my stepdad says, his voice low in warning. “Go fetch Jude.” This he directs at my mother.

      A vicious hand squeezes my heart. “Jude? Why?”

      “Only one way we’re going to clear this up.”

      “You seriously don’t believe me?”

      “I believe in getting both sides of the story.”

      I’m still gaping at him when Jude steps into the kitchen. My mother’s behind him, eyes slit like she’s ready for a fight. What the actual fuck is going on here? Why will no one believe me?

      “Harper says she didn’t set the fire in her locker,” Wayne says.

      Jude watches his dad for a second. “It wasn’t the Ghost of Christmas Past.”

      “Liar!” I surge forward, shoving Jude hard against his chest. “You tell them what really happened!”

      But Jude remains silent.

      Wayne just watches.

      And my mom starts shaking her head.

      “I was with—” I point at Jude, but a sob cuts me off with brutal efficiency.

      “Next time you want attention, just dye your hair pink or something,” Jude says, tutting me with his eyes. “Someone could’ve gotten hurt.”

      I let out a wordless scream and race out of the kitchen. I know I should stay, should make them realize Jude’s lying…but I can barely breathe let alone argue.

      I slam my door closed and then kick it when I remember the key is gone, wincing at the stab of pain that shoots through my foot before I throw myself on the bed.
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      I smile when I walk into the dining room and see it’s just me, Rosie, and Dad.

      I won. Harper lost. I bet my stepsister’s off sulking in her room right now, and Diana must have taken decided to lay low too.

      Dad’s on his phone but glances up at me over the top of his glasses as I grab a slice of pizza from the box. He’s been wearing them a lot more lately—are his eyes getting weaker, or is he just too lazy to put in his contacts? Guess he doesn’t have to look all that sharp anymore—he’s got Diana bagged for the long haul. Now he can go and get fat. Unless they got a prenup that said something about her getting out of the marriage if he picks up too many pounds.

      Nope. If anything, it would be the other way around.

      “Good day?” he asks as he ends the call.

      I shrug. There’s a soda on a coaster near the pizza box. I crack it open and chug at it like I’m trying to win a bet. “S’pose so.”

      “Don’t talk with food in your mouth,” Dad says, but halfheartedly.

      Well, shit, Dad’s upset at discovering that his new golden child isn’t all she’s chalked up to be. I’d cut him some slack…but he’s the one that brought them into our home.

      I swallow down another bite. “Didn’t expect that kind of shit from Harper, huh, Dad?”

      His slice of pizza slaps down onto his plate. “What was that?”

      He’s giving me a chance to cop out, but I won’t take it. I want him to admit to me that he made a mistake. I want an apology. Then I need him to throw the Sloanes out of this house so my life, my mind, my world can reset back to normal.

      “Are you really just going to ground her though? I mean, she literally set her locker on fire.” I sip at my beer. “If you ask me, she’s better off in a boarding school. One of those places for troubled teens. The further, the better.”

      He watches me for the longest time. “Boarding school, huh?”

      “She’d be out of your hair. Trained therapists and stuff to sort out her, you know—” I tap my temple “—issues.”

      Dad looks back at his phone. “I thought you liked her.”

      Jesus, what a loaded statement. I almost choke, but thank God my soda is still nearby because I cover the tightening of my throat with a fake sip from my can.

      “But if you liked her, you wouldn’t stand idly by while she destroyed school property, would you?”

      My smile slides off my face like butter off a hot knife. “I didn’t—”

      “You were with her the entire time, weren’t you? How else would you know she did it?” Dad cocks his head before resting his chin on his steepled fingertips. “Makes me wonder about you son. Why didn’t you stop her?”

      God damn it. I drop my gaze and take a sip from my soda to try and disguise the fact that my brain’s scrambling for an answer here.

      Another sip, a grimace. “I mean, I tried.” I let out a laugh that doesn’t have nearly enough credibility, and hurriedly cut it off. “But that bitch is crazy.”

      “You disappoint me, Jude.”

      It shouldn’t, but that statement closes my chest up tighter than Tutankhamun’s tomb. My can crumples a little before I can relax my hand.

      “She’s your sister, not your enemy.”

      I almost laugh but manage to control myself. He doesn’t know about our war.

      “The fact that you didn’t stop her makes you just as culpable. You might as well have held the match.” He gives me a sympathetic smile, and that’s when I realize he’s goading me. He wants me to admit that I wasn’t there, that I don’t know if she’s responsible. Saving my own ass along with hers. But then she’d have free reign of this house again. She wouldn’t have to own up to her shit, she wouldn’t have to change. She could just keep coasting along, day drinking and slutting it up with the football team, and no one would even care.

      So I don’t say anything. I drink the rest of my soda in silence and force down another slice of pizza.

      I did what I came here to do. The seed has been planted. There’s no need to go piss on it too. It will sprout all on its own.
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      I knock on the pool house’s door.

      “What?”

      Not exactly an invitation. If I wasn’t so desperate to get to the bottom of this, I’d have left. But fuck it—I want answers.

      I deserve answers.

      As soon as my mother spots me, her face falls. “What are you doing out of your room?”

      “I need to talk to you.”

      She shrugs, pursing her lips as she turns her back on me. I stand in the doorway, my guts growing cold. But then I see she’s topping up her glass of wine, and it just happened to be standing behind her.

      When she faces me again, it’s with a hard frown. “So talk,” she says, gesturing with her brimming wine glass.

      “Can I have a glass?”

      We’ve never had a drink together. I guess it says a lot for our relationship that at eighteen, I’ve had more to drink with my stepfather than my real mom.

      “That would be illegal.”

      I blink a few times and then shake my head. “Illegal,” I parrot.

      “You’re not twenty-one.” Mom cocks her head. “Do I need to explain why that matters? No wonder you’re failing.”

      My heart’s in my throat. Even my fingertips have gone cold.

      I wasn’t expecting a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek or anything, but this? It’s as if I’ve become my mother’s own worst enemy.

      “What’s your problem?” The words slip out before I can stop them, but then I’m glad I said them because my mother’s chin moves back and her stare hardens.

      “That’s how you talk to your mother?”

      “I’m not even sure I am talking to my mom.” I wave a hand in her direction. “You’re like, some alien clone or something. What the hell did I do to piss you off?”

      She takes a big sip of wine, and her throat moves as she swallows it. “It’s always about you, isn’t it?”

      I take a step back as if I can somehow gain clarity by taking in more of this moment.

      “Me?” I say through a laugh, touching fingertips to my chest. “I’m not the one who can’t keep a man long enough for her own daughter to finish out a grade.”

      Her mouth curls into an unfriendly smile. “You think we kept moving because they dumped me?”

      They included more guys than I can count on both hands. And those were just the ones she actually had a relationship with. I was convinced she was a prostitute at one stage, except I never saw money exchange hands. No folded bills left on the dressers.

      Mom comes around the bar, her wine sloshing but never spilling. “Remember Harry?”

      I shake my head. Who the hell could keep track of all the guys Mom’s boned?

      “He’s the sweetheart that let us live in his trailer for those few months after I lost the gig at the diner. We had to leave after I hit him over the head with a frying pan.”

      My mouth falls open. I shake my head.

      She’s delusional. She’s gone and lost her goddamn mind. “I—that didn’t happen. It couldn’t—”

      “Oh, you didn’t see it,” she says glibly, giving me another cold smile from behind her glass. “I made sure you were in bed already.”

      “Why the hell would you—?”

      “I’d had enough of him staring at you through the crack in the door while you were showering.”

      “What?” I laugh. “He never…”

      Is that why I’d always felt eyes on me when we lived there? Not just when I showered. He didn’t live in the trailer with us, but he was around an awful lot. I thought it was just because he was boning Mom, but he’d been there sometimes when she was at work, too.

      School was too far, so I spent the whole day in the trailer. I’d play outside sometimes, but Mom had told me it would be dangerous if I went too far. That’s why I was grateful for the big, meaty guy who always hung around. I knew he and Mom were friends because she was always so friendly around him.

      “Then there was dear old Gerald. Remember him?”

      I freeze. Him, I remember. He was the white-haired man who Mom dated a few years after she’d started working as a receptionist at the sawmill. He owned the farm a few miles away where we rented a room.

      “What did he…?”

      “Oh, him?” She purses her lips and waves a limp hand. “He was a sweetie pie. Treated us like fucking gold.”

      There’s a fire in my chest.

      “We’d probably still be staying there if it wasn’t for his son.”

      His son. I try and bring up a memory. Sandy hair, green eyes. Attractive, in a rugged way. He worked at the sawmill with Mom. He’d drive her home sometimes if she missed the bus.

      On those nights, she’d always come home pissed and reeking of beer.

      “The one you used to go to the bar with?”

      She glances away as she lets out a dry laugh. Not a stitch of humor there.

      “You mean the one who offered me a hundred bucks so he could fuck you? And then threatened to kick us out every time I said no?”

      “What?” I give her a confused smile. “That doesn’t—”

      “The only way I could keep him happy, keep us there until I had enough money to rent a new place, was to let him fuck me whenever the mood struck him.” She cocks her head. “Better than letting him have you, right?”

      The ground goes soggy under my feet.

      “You’re making this up.” I look away, shaking my head. I feel like crying, but I think I’m all used up. There’s nothing left in Harper Dam—no tears, no emotions, no trust.

      Her acrylic nails bite into my arm. I flinch and try pulling out of the grip but she yanks me so I’m facing her, turning the barstool and my body in one go.

      “Your dad said you were the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen,” she whispers.

      Hot prickles dance over my skin.

      Mom never—never—talks about Dad. All I know is that he left us when I was really young. To this day, I don’t know why. As I got older, the reason soon became clear. Mom slept around so much that it didn’t matter that he had a daughter of his own—he left us both and never looked back. Maybe he thought I’d turn out like her, and couldn’t bear to be around when that happened.

      Mom leans in even closer. Like a car wreck, I can’t look away from her red-veined eyes or her trembling eyelashes. It’s weird, but suddenly I’m looking at her—really looking—at her. And I don’t remember her being this old. I don’t remember those lines around her eyes. She’s wearing so little makeup these days. I guess they don’t like the whole five-dollar-hooker look down at Wayne’s company.

      “Nothing ever pleased your dad. I certainly couldn’t, that’s for sure.” Her bitter laugh paints my face with a warm, wine-tainted breath. “Should’ve known it was a curse. So pretty, no one could keep their hands off you.”

      “Mom…”

      She ignores my broken voice, my desperate plea.

      Don’t take away my last vestige of a normal life. I’d grown up thinking everything had been fine until Dad had left.

      “I’ve been watching grown-ass men stare at you like a piece of meat my entire life.”

      “Mom, please—”

      “You know what, Harper? I’m done.” She pushes back her shoulders and lifts her chin. “The next time a boy burns up your shit because you wouldn’t screw him? Ask him what the hell makes you so special.”

      She gives me a cruel, condescending once-over that leaves me dead inside. “Because I sure as hell don’t see it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            Harper

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes are locked on the clock on the wall, the seconds ticking by mockingly slowly. It’s Friday, and my science test is coming up in one short hour, but first I have to suffer through the last period of the day. I’m ready to climb out of my skin, so unsure if I’ll even get a better grade this time than last. I managed to study this week but with all the craziness that’s been going on, even when I was sitting down with my textbook in front of me, I could barely concentrate long enough to read the end of the sentence.

      While my social sciences teacher drones on in the front of the class, I sneak my phone out for a quick game. I have an unread message from Talia.

      NEED ANYTHING FOR THE WEEKEND? ;)

      I don’t. There’s enough booze in the pool house for me to die of alcohol poisoning a hundred times over. But after my discussion with Mom last night, I don’t really feel like drinking anymore. What I do feel is shame, guilt, and a blistering, scathing-hot fury. The shame and guilt, that’s all mine. But the anger? That’s all on Jude.

      I didn’t know I was capable of such deep, pervasive hate until I met him. But he deserves every ounce of it...and more. He’s singlehandedly fucked up my entire life and at a time when I thought—for once—that things were going my way. Because of him, I lost my in with one of the most popular girls in school. Eliza refuses to answer my calls, and since she hasn’t read a single one of my texts the past week, I have a feeling she even blocked my number. Jude burned that bridge.

      At least Talia still communicates with me, but I think it’s because she needs the cash. It seems a lot of the popular kids in Cinderhart High have rich or influential parents. I’m not sure where Talia fits in, or how she got where she was, but I figure any eighteen-year-old sees it as a major advantage that she’s old enough to buy alcohol.

      I’m about to reply to tell her I’m fine when I hesitate. My eyes gravitate back to my social sciences teacher, but it’s not Mrs. Rudd I see.

      It’s Jude.

      I’ve always been on the defensive with him. Reacting to his threats, obeying his commands, basically acting like a total pushover. If I’d been more proactive, a lot of the shit that’s happened could have been avoided. If I’d gone to the principal instead of chickening out, what Sean did to me would be on the record, and he might never have retaliated. If I’d told my parents about Jude’s threats, he’d have been grounded, not me.

      I have to turn this around. But how could I hurt Jude as much as he hurt me? He’s a fucking rock. I don’t know anything that could possibly—

      A cheerleader passes in the hallway outside, drawing my eye with her black and silver uniform. As she walks, she’s rustling a pair of pom-poms on either side of her, as if she’s loosening up her wrists for practice. I’ve been in a few schools in my life—most of them only a month or two—and Cinderhart High’s cheerleading outfit is the cutest I’ve ever seen.

      A plan hits me all at once, a devious freight train of such wicked proportions, goosebumps break out on my arms and legs as I sit back in my chair. I take out my phone and quickly message Talia before I lose my nerve. She texts back immediately, and my heart leaps into my throat as the sudden gravity of what I’m about to do settles on me.

      Oh God, if this doesn’t work...

      But it will. It has to.

      And when it does, Jude Dearth will be the one wishing we’d never met.
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      I’m standing in the passage leading to the field as the first notes of Cinderhart High’s walk-up song, “Party Up” by DMX, blasts through the stereo system. Cheerleaders rush past us, their black and silver pom-poms glittering under the spotlights as they stream onto the field.

      Talia spins around to look at me and yells out, “Rock on, Jude!” before disappearing onto the field.

      Sean’s standing in front of me, waiting his turn to step onto the field. He sends me a frown over his shoulder, but I ignore it. Fuck knows what Talia’s on about—she was obviously held back at least a year, so I’m guessing she’s not that smart.

      Nothing can shake me tonight. I’m rippling with energy, focused as fuck.

      The crowd’s applause washes over me when it’s finally my turn to step out. I don’t look left or right. As much as the raucous noise hypes me up, I don’t need to acknowledge the source. They’ll keep cheering as long as I keep scoring touchdowns.

      As we’re lining up for the coin toss, I hear someone scream, “Go, Jude!”

      My gaze darts to the side.

      I don’t even know which team wins the coin toss, because that’s when I see Harper by the boundary fence separating the bleachers from the field. What the fuck is she doing here? She’s supposed to be grounded. And what is she wearing? It’s not quite a cheerleading outfit, but it’s close enough. A tight silver crop top, a black, pleated tennis skirt. Her hair is even braided like the Darlings. And she’s holding legitimate Cinderhart pom-poms.

      As soon as we lock eyes, she grins wide and yells, “Go, Jude!” again at the top of her lungs. My heart gives a solid thump in my chest. Fuck it, I’ll figure out what she’s up to when I’m not—

      But then another voice shouts out. It’s deeper and much more familiar. Someone’s talking to me on the field, but I’m not listening. I’m staring in shock at my father sitting high up in the bleachers. He’s on his feet, his old CH letterman’s jacket on full display. Rosie and Diana are with him, and both are wearing black shirts, Rosie with her hair up in two little buns, glittery things dangling from them.

      “Dude, we’re receiving,” Sean calls out, ripping my gaze away from my family. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I trot away, blinking hard. What made Dad change his mind? I asked him earlier this week if he’d be at the game, and I got the usual “no”. I wasn’t expecting him. Any of them.

      “Go, Jude!”

      I force the sound of Harper’s voice out of my head. That more than anything has me fucking perplexed. Is this her way of currying favor with our parents so she can get a few weeks knocked off her sentence? It has to be—she’d never willingly come to a game...would she?

      “Jude!” Sean yells. “What the fuck?”

      I’m in the wrong position. I shake my head and trot over to where he’s pointing while Coach glares at me from the sidelines. Focus, Jude. Don’t let your stepsister throw you off your game. Maybe that’s her fucking plan. Distract me so I’ll fuck up.

      Sorry, Harper.

      If there’s one thing you can’t fuck up, it’s this.
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      I’m not in the least surprised when Coach calls a timeout seconds after my fumble on the 34-yard line. I haven’t been able to stop looking at Harper. She keeps yelling my name and waving her pom-poms like she’s at fucking cheerleader tryouts. But instead of heading over to the huddle Coach is calling on the sidelines, I head straight for my stepsister.

      She squeals like a gutted pig when she sees me headed her way, and hurries out to the edge of the field.

      “The fuck are you doing?” I grate out at her as soon as she’s in earshot.

      Her face falls. “What do you mean? I’m watching your game.” She spins around and waves at our parents up in the bleachers. “I made them come too. Cool, huh?”

      I grab her arm, wrenching her around to face me, and immediately realize my mistake. The majority of the crowd is staring at me, trying to figure out why I’m talking to a fake cheerleader instead of huddling up with my team. I’m sure Coach is about to head over here to cuss me out. And I’ve just gone and grabbed my stepsister with obvious hostility.

      The fuck is wrong with me?

      Oh, right. This bitch.

      “Get lost,” I growl, leaning in as much as I dare. I plaster a fake smile on my face, but I push my words through that barricade of teeth. “Or do you want me telling our parents what really happened at Sean’s house?”

      Harper’s face pales, but her smile stays stuck on, just like mine. “God, Jude, if you can’t see that I’m trying to make things right then you’re a bigger idiot than I thought.” She glances up nervously to the bleachers, then past me, toward the field. “Your coach is coming over.”

      “Then fuck off so I can get back to my game. If I see you—”

      “I’m sorry, okay? I thought I was helping,” she says quickly, her smile even wider. “Here. So no one thinks we’re fighting.” She hands me an energy drink. “I’m already grounded for like ever.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “People are looking, Jude.”

      Fuck it. She’s right. I know the expression on my face is anything but charming right now. I need the crowd’s support—I don’t need them thinking I’m a fucking monster who pushes his stepsister around. So I take the bottle and down half of it in a few big gulps before shoving it back into Harper’s hands.

      “Go sit up there,” I tell her, moving my eyes to the bleachers. I even give Dad and Diana a big wave. “And stop trying to fucking distract me. It’s not working.”

      The crowd cheers like the wave was meant for them. Harper nods quickly, gives her pom-poms a quick rustle, and scurries off the field like the chastised mouse she is. When I turn, Coach is two yards out and closing. I hold up my hand as I trot past him, heading for the huddle.

      I already know I’m getting a tongue lashing, and Coach doesn’t disappoint. Although he veils the insults he throws my way, I catch them all. He’s pissed off about that fumble, and he’ll raise hell if I don’t do better. But I must have put the fear of God in Harper because she doesn’t yell out again. She sits quiet as a mouse on the bleachers, not even daring to shake her pom-poms until halftime.

      The Darlings pour out onto the field as we head into the locker room, and by then I couldn’t give a fuck what Harper does with her pretty self. We’re leading—that’s all that counts.

      I’m in the process of stalking past the rest of the team, Phil Collins blasting in my ears when Coach directs a deafening whistle my way.

      “Dearth, we need to talk.”

      I veer from the stalls and head over to him instead. Jesus, it was one fucking fumble. That’s not going to affect the game. Why the hell—

      Coach slaps his hand on my shoulder pad, a grim look on his face as we square off in a quiet area of the locker room while the rest of the team get on with their shit.

      “Coach, there’s nothing—”

      He cuts me off with a grunt. “Shut it, Dearth.” He has his hands on his hips, eyes narrowed, but after staring me down for a beat, he says, “You did it, son.”

      What the fuck is he talking about? Suddenly my mind is scrambling, and the first thing it comes up with is the fire in Harper’s locker.

      I huff out a laugh. “Me? You got it wrong, Coach, that was Sean—”

      “The scholarship, Jude. You bagged it.”

      My body freezes up. Everything—even Phil Collins—converges into a high-pitched whine that barely registers.

      I did it.

      I fucking did it.

      Euphoria washes through me. I’m covered in goosebumps, the hair on the back of my arms saluting.

      “Why do you look so surprised? We’ve been at this for years, Jude.” Perez cracks a smile, but even that’s grim. He’s just one of those guys. “You keep your nose clean, and they’ll be welcoming you to CA with open arms.”

      He claps my shoulder again before striding away. I turn, feeling strangely disembodied as I head for my stall. I close the door behind me—quietly this time—and lean my back against it. Closing my eyes, I let the feeling of victory, that motherfucking sweet triumph rush over me. My jaw clenches, and I jolt forward to press my palms against the stall walls. A shudder tears through me, my jaw bunching even tighter as raw, savage power rushes through me.

      Fuck, I feel good. I shove a hand in my duffle bag and yank out Harper’s panties. My dick is out, but I’m stroking it absently, my mind still reeling from Coach’s announcement.

      Cinderhart Academy.

      I fucking made it.

      I speed up, but my climax feels light-years away. Not that jerking off with Harper’s underwear wrapped around my fist isn’t doing it for me...I feel fucking phenomenal. But I’m too amped up about the scholarship.

      Fuck it.

      I shove my dick in my pants and wince as I try to get my cup back on. Eventually I’m dressed, and I get out of the stall just as Coach Perez calls the final huddle before halftime ends. I barely listen—it’s the same shit every time. Get your head in the game and keep it there. We’re a team, act like it. Bla-fucking-bla. By the time he wraps up, I’m shifting my weight from foot to foot, my jaw so tight my teeth are squeaking against each other.

      We trot out onto the field amid the usual roar of applause and get into position. The other team looks particularly ill at ease as the whistle blows.

      When I blink again, we're down by six. When the fuck did that happen?

      Energy sizzles through my body. I urgently need to direct it somewhere before my atoms split and raze the whole of Cinderhart. I'm supposed to hand off to Sean, but there's a clear path to the goal line.

      I know I can make it. I'm fucking untouchable.

      Coach yells at me to stop, but by then I'm already being tackled by 11. The sound of our helmets clanging together is so fucking loud I feel it in my bones. It disorientates me, but I push through. I’m fighting off two of them now, but the end zone is so close I can taste it. I drag them with me, my teeth gritted, the roar of the crowd shoving me along like physical hands on my back.

      The timer is running out. I’m aware of the clock as much as the gusts of wind against my face, the stench of BO wafting from the guys trying to pull me down, the unified cheer from the Darlings—RA RA RA—the way my cleats sink into the grass and grip, the way Harper’s hair smelled, how wet she was by the bleachers, wet for me and I didn’t do anything about it, I was a fucking pussy, could have had that sweet cunt right then and there, but it was wrong, it’s still wrong, and I’m going to make her pay for that, for fucking tempting me, seducing me, making my dick hard and then—

      I yell as I haul three linebackers over the end zone with me, as the ball breaks the plane, as I score the touchdown we need to win the game.

      Un-fucking-contested.

      My yell becomes a roar. I shake off the hands still clinging to me, shove my fists into the air, shake them.

      The crowd erupts.

      My gaze climbs up the bleachers until I find my family. Pride surges through me when I see my father on his feet, shock and awe painted on his face. Rosie jumping up and down. Diana clapping.

      But where’s Harper?

      She’s gone.

      I deflate. My cry trails off. But then I’m being bombarded with teammates, dragged under a heap of kids yelling my name.

      Jude! Jude! Jude!

      Feels like I’m going to have a goddamn heart attack. But I let it wash over me, and it takes me under, and I survive.

      I’m fucking untouchable.
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      A crisp breeze makes me shudder. God, I’m definitely not wearing enough clothes for this weather. I’m betting the cheerleaders bundle up between performances. If they didn’t, they’d all have frostbite before the end of the game, running around in those tiny uniforms.

      It’s half time, and I’m standing as near to the locker room entrance as I can without being visible to the jocks coming in from the field.

      I catch a glimpse of Jude, but he’s surrounded by a few other players, so I don’t see more than his patented scowl before he disappears inside.

      Should have watched the game. Then I wouldn’t be playing peek-a-boo in the dark. I want to know how fucked he is. If I gave him enough of the drugs to have an effect.

      Ha. Am I really questioning the dosage? I took a sip from the bottle after I’d crushed and mixed in the pills to make sure it didn’t taste like something I’d just spiked. Then, when Jude gave it back to me, I had a gulp or two because I didn’t want it to go to waste.

      God, how I’m regretting that move.

      I’m not completely fucked up, but I definitely don’t feel sober. I’m just a little too aware of everything, my senses heightened, and there’s this urgent need to do something that’s driving me fucking insane.

      I couldn’t just sit on the bleachers anymore. So I came down here to do some recon. But I need more than just a glimpse of Jude to know—

      “Harper?”

      I spin around, barely holding back a gasp of surprise. A sandy-haired guy in full football gear frowns quizzically at me as he towels the back of his neck. His brown eyes narrow. “Are you looking for Jude?”

      I shake my head. “No, uh, I was just watching.” I wave a hand in the vague direction of the field. “We didn’t have football at my last school, so this is all kinda new to me.”

      Why does he look so familiar? Not in the way that a lot of kids do because I’ve seen them in the hallways at school. I get the feeling I know him, like we’ve maybe spoken before and I’ve forgotten. Which is weird, because I don’t think he’s in any of my classes.

      Sean’s party. Oh God, was he there?

      The guy props his helmet under his arm and extends a hand. “Alex. I’m Jude’s friend.”

      “Oh, hi.” I take his hand before I realize what I’m doing, and then I have to shake it or risk looking like an idiot. I’m uncomfortably aware of how warm and strong it is...and what happened the last time a big, warm, hand touched me.

      I realize I’m blushing and quickly look away. “Well, it was nice meeting you.”

      “Hey, uh, do you want to get a hotdog after the game?”

      I turn reluctantly, my mouth pressed into a panicked line. Alex regards me with an easy smile that looks...well, it looks as safe as he does.

      “You know, actually, I’m with my family—”

      “Okay. Well, if you change your mind, you know where to find me.” He walks away before I’ve had a chance to tell him that I don’t know where to find him, and if he thinks I’m going to ask Jude then he’s sorely mistaken.

      I shiver again, and wrap my arms around me. I need to stop lurking. I can’t have Mom wondering where I am.

      They’re my alibi.

      As I head back toward the bleachers, I put my hand in my pocket to get my Chapstick and happen to touch the small plastic sleeve with the remaining pills inside. I stop walking. People stream past me on their way to food stalls or the public restrooms, or just stretching their legs before the second half of the game.

      I didn’t tell Talia how many I wanted, and she gave me four. Two of them went into Jude’s energy drink. Now I have no idea what to do with the leftovers.

      Would she take them back and give me a refund? They were really expensive. Honestly, I don’t get why people do drugs. Booze is so much cheaper, isn’t it? And it’s a much nicer buzz than this.

      I touch the pills again and glance back at the locker room as gears start turning in my mind. Then I shake my head and hurry back to where my family is sitting.

      It would never work anyway. Too many moving parts. I’ll just sit here and hope that I gave Jude a big enough dose to have him freak out in the second half of the game.

      I’m not asking for much. I just need Jude to be Jude.
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      ”Still want to grab that hotdog?” I ask.

      Alex turns and smiles when he sees me. “You changed your mind, did you?”

      I shrug. “Girl’s gotta eat.”

      Alex cocks his head toward the food trucks assembled in two rows near the entrance to the field. “After you, ma’am.”

      I give him a mock curtsy and come to walk beside him. Luck is on my side tonight. I spotted Alex leaving the locker room a few minutes after the game and followed him here. He looks a lot less intimidating now that he’s out of his football gear. His hair is still wet from the shower he took after the game, deodorant wafting off him. Like all the football players that have earned them, he’s wearing his letterman’s jacket.

      Maybe it’s the drugs talking, but he’s kinda good-looking. Not nearly as handsome as Jude, of course, but I still haven’t seen a single guy at Cinderhart that could compete against my stepbrother in that department.

      “First time I’ve seen you at a game,” Alex says as we line up for hotdogs.

      “Yeah, uh...I’m not really into sports. Just came to support Jude.”

      “Good for you.” Alex shifts his weight, leaning in and lowering his voice to say, “I’m glad you’re doing okay, Harper. I...” He glances away, and when he looks back there’s a strange light in his eyes.

      My stomach bottoms out. “What is it?”

      “That night at Sean’s house...I tried to get them to stop, but they’re a bunch of fucking assholes.”

      Stop. Stop talking.

      My skin goes ice-cold. I open my mouth to tell him to keep quiet, but I can’t summon up words.

      “I’m so glad Jude came when I called. I wasn’t sure he would. Fuck knows what would have happened if—“ Alex lifts a hand. “I’m sorry, you probably don’t want to talk about that shit. But I want you to know that we’re not all like that. There are a ton of fucked up people in Cinderhart, and they get away with murder, but we have some good guys too.”

      I definitely don’t want to talk about it. Fuck, I didn’t even know Alex was there that night. Now I have to wrap my head around the fact that he was the one who called Jude? How much does he know? How much did he see? But something else he said is itching at my mind.

      “What do you mean, you didn’t think Jude would come?” I ask him.

      Alex glances away as he rubs the back of his neck. “He doesn’t...it doesn’t seem like he likes you all that much.”

      I laugh. Fuck it, I can’t help it. Alex looks back at me confused and then affronted. I lift my hands, trying desperately to curb my giggles. “Sorry. It’s just...yeah, he doesn’t like me. Not one bit, actually.”

      Alex frowns but says nothing. Like he’s waiting for me to explain why. We’d be here all fucking night. I wave away his curiosity. “Just your standard sibling rivalry, I guess.”

      He eases up a little, gives me a faint smile. “He made a scene about you, though,” he says, and then chuckles softly. “Said he’d kill any of us if we tried to touch you.”

      What little mirth remained inside me bleeds out. I stare at Alex with a deadpan expression. “That’s weird. I didn’t read about Sean or his friend in the obituaries.”

      Alex winces and steps eagerly up to the food vendor. “Two please.”

      I watch Alex’s back for a second and then come up beside him. “No pickles for me.”

      He turns, frowns. “Oh, you have to have pickles.” He sounds borderline shocked. “It’s tradition.”

      I manage to chat to Alex for another half an hour after we get our hotdogs, but it’s tough going. Firstly, because I keep trying to get rid of the pickles on my food without him noticing. Secondly, because he seems adamant to become me and Jude’s therapist. Maybe he’s leaning toward a psychology major or something.

      “Look, sorry, Alex,” I butt in after the fifth anecdote centering around Jude and how fucking heroic or intelligent or whatever the fuck he is. “It’s getting late. My parents are probably waiting for me.”

      “I could give you a lift home if you want to stay a little longer,” Alex says.

      I hold up a hand. “No offense, but I’m not in a trusting mood these days.”

      He drops his gaze, somber lines creasing the skin between his brows. “You told someone right?” When he looks up, his brown eyes latch onto mine, intent and severe. “What happened at the party?”

      I open and close my mouth wordlessly. He reaches for me, expression crumbling. “I’m sorry, that was way out of line.” He brightens up. “But, hey, if you want, I could go with you to the Sheriff’s office? We could—”

      The instant he touches me, I jerk away like he tried grabbing me. “You’ve done more than enough,” I spit out.

      I don’t know where the anger comes from. I don’t know why I funnel it all toward him. And I have no fucking clue why he acts like he deserves it.

      He says nothing when I turn away and doesn’t call out after me. It’s for the best—I can’t bear being close to him another second. He’s a constant reminder of that night now. Of how badly I fucked up.

      I head straight for Wayne’s Audi and stand around for a minute or two before shoving my hands in my jacket pockets to keep warm.

      The pills aren’t there anymore.

      I sigh and lean my head back against the car’s roof, staring up at the sky as I wait.

      Why did Jude rescue me from Sean and his friend? Was it just to save his own ass? Or is there really a tiny part of him that can’t handle the thought of someone touching me?

      I guess I’ll never know.
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      I realize seconds after I climb behind the wheel of my truck that I’ve been drugged. Probably because it’s the first time I’ve paused, the first time I’ve actually had a chance to breathe. After the game, Dad came down to the locker room to congratulate me. I told him about the scholarship, and he lost his shit in the best way. He’s already promised me a four-wheeler and a trip to Hawaii right after the Feast of Ashes. Rosie was there, but Diana hung back and thank God for that.

      It was fucking perfect.

      Especially because Harper was nowhere to be found. Little mouse scurried back into her hole when she saw how unstoppable I was out there.

      But then I turn the Range Rover’s ignition, and I sit back and exhale...

      And it doesn’t stop.

      I’m still buzzing. My skin is alive in the worst way. My thoughts race a mile an hour, and now that I’m paying attention, I find my jaw is clamping shut so hard that I’m getting a headache.

      I grip the wheel and consider getting out. But I want to get home, I want to calm the fuck down. Being here, with the noise and the excitement still palpable as the cheerleaders perform and little kids run around screaming through their sugar rush, it’s killing me. So I drive home. I’m no danger to me or anyone else on the road—driving is effortless. I’m a fucking machine. But I’m still relieved as fuck when I pull up to Dearth Manor’s gates.

      I park haphazardly, too eager to get out and submerge myself in the quiet of my bedroom. All I can think about is taking a shower, getting into bed, and sleeping off whatever the fuck is coursing through my system.

      But my mind refuses to shut off. It was bad on the way over here, but as soon as I open the front door and that quiet I’d been longing for hits me, my thoughts switch into overdrive. I already know who did it. It’s the only thing that makes sense, after all. Why else would Harper show up at my game, only to disappear again? That energy drink. There was something in there. Speed, crack, Adderall, I don’t fucking know.

      Why? Was she hoping I’d freak out? Fuck out? Die? I try to open her bedroom door, but it’s locked, which means she went through my shit when I was out and got her key back. What else did she take? What else did she find?

      I barely hold back from banging on the door. My parents are in their room. From the quiet, I assume they’re already asleep. I stayed for about an hour after the game talking to Coach about the scholarship. He seemed both annoyed and pleased with my blabbering.

      Fuck! Was I bugging out? Did he notice I was on something?

      I rush into my room and stare into the mirror. Black eyes, dilated pupils, stare back at me.

      Terror washes me with a new wave of fanatic energy. I turn on the shower, strip, step inside. It’s not warm enough, but it doesn’t matter. The water on my skin is orgasmic. I groan, leaning against my hands, arch my back. I have a hard-on, but I don’t even bother jerking off. This already feels so good.

      Ecstasy? I didn’t taste anything in the energy drink—but they always have a bitter aftertaste.

      Fucking bitch.

      I find myself in front of Harper’s door seconds later, and realize I’m stark naked, dripping water on the carpet.

      Christ, what the fuck is wrong with me? I rush back into my bedroom, close the door, lock it, stare at it like it’s a fucking snake.

      I can’t go outside if I’m bugging out. If Dad catches me like this I’ll lose my—

      Scholarship.

      I got a motherfucking scholarship.

      I fall on my bed, a big shit-eating grin on my face as I rake fingers through my wet hair. Christ, was it real? Is any of this real?

      Pulling on sweats, a hoody, giving my hair a quick towel, I’m in front of Harper’s bedroom door again. I knock quietly, but she doesn’t answer. So I text her.

      OPEN

      I wait, but she doesn’t even come online to read the text.

      Fuck. I can’t just stand here, and I don’t dare knock any harder.

      WHAT DID YOU DO?

      No reply. Growling under my breath, I take the stairs two at a time and slip into the screening room. I throw myself down on one of the sofas and turn on an action movie. With the doors closed, there’s no way I’d be waking up Dad with this racket—the room is soundproofed for a reason.

      The movie helps. Having a beer helps too. Turning off my phone so I don’t keep texting Harper pointless messages like “fuck u” and “ur dead” helps more than anything else.

      Minutes into a second movie, my edginess disappears and I’m enveloped by a strangely focused euphoria. I found a soft-porn flick on one of the on-demand channels. It shouldn’t do anything for me, but in my heightened state, just seeing a pair of tits gives me a hard-on.

      I’m still considering whether I should try and jerk off, just to see if I can make myself come when the smell of Harper’s shampoo hits my nose.

      

      Harper

      I stare at my message history with Talia, a sinking feeling in my stomach as I rehash the evening.

      

      Harper:

      NEED SOMETHING FUN 4 ME + JUDE

      Talia:

      JUDE? REALLY? XD

      Harper:

      HE WORKS 2 HARD. NEEDS 2 CHILL

      Talia:

      100%

      WANT METH?

      Harper:

      NO SMOKING - DO U HAVE PILLS?

      Talia:

      GOT PILLS 2

      Harper:

      PERFECT, THX.

      Talia:

      C U AT THE GAME

      Good plan, shitty execution. This is what happens if a girl without impulse control tries to outsmart someone with iron willpower.

      Deep down, I feel fucking terrible about drugging Jude. I mean, fuck, I know how awful it is, but I did it anyway...because I know how awful it is. It’s something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy...but Jude and I are way past that already.

      He came and banged on my door about an hour ago, but I ignored him. Thank God I got my key back. What would he have done to me if he’d gotten inside? I never thought of myself as someone with a fantastic imagination, but maybe meth helps with that because I came up with a ton of ways Jude could punish me. And now I’m all horny because all of them were sexual in nature. My hand keeps straying down my belly so I can end my suffering, but I’m too scared to touch myself. Not with my skin feeling this alive.

      I go shower to wash the day off me, hoping it can reset my mind. But the shower does more than that. I walk out of my bathroom feeling like I’ve been baptized in fire.

      I slip into one of my comfiest outfits—a pink oversized sweater and white yoga pants. I want to dry my hair but I don’t dare wake up our parents. They put Rosie to bed as soon as we got home and then closed themselves up in their room. I’d prefer to think that they’ve gone to sleep rather than dwell on what they might be doing in there because when I do, I get both grossed out and aroused.

      I stare at my bedroom door, then at my bed, trying to decide between the two. I already know I’m not going to be able to sleep yet—my mind is going a mile a minute—but Jude is out there. It’s like I’m stranded in the ocean, trying to decide if I should stay in my dinghy or go for a dip in shark-infested waters.

      I should stay in my room.

      Obviously, I don’t.

      Gnawing on a cuticle, I sneak down the stairs, straining to hear the smallest sound so I can figure out where Jude is. I thought he might have gone to the pool house, but when I peeked out my bedroom window the lights were all off outside.

      I pass the hallway leading to the screening room, and that’s when I notice the doors are closed. Which only happens when someone’s inside and they don’t want to disturb the rest of the house.

      Jude.

      I stand rooted to the spot, trying to will myself to turn around go back upstairs. But I only glimpsed Jude briefly during halftime. I’m dying to know how he’s feeling. How fucked he is. To see if the risks I took tonight are going to pay off.

      There’s only one way to find out.
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      “Are you old enough to be watching this?” she asks from right behind me.

      I’m on my feet, spinning to face her, already grabbing her arm before she can open her mouth to gasp because I’m operating on a hundred-and-fifty percent fucking capacity right now.

      “You...” I growl, shoving her against the nearest wall as I run my eyes over her in a condescending glare. Her pastel, wide-necked sweater skims both shoulders. In my current state, even that sweater is turning me on. There’s something about that exact shade of pink—

      pussy pink

      —and how it sets off her skin that makes me want to see what she’d look like with my cum streaking her body. White yoga pants cling to her legs and ass, exaggerating her sumptuous curves. I only realize I’m grinding against her when she cries out, “Jude!” in a breathless, terrified pant.

      I clap my hand over her mouth. Not so much to keep someone from hearing her as to shut her the fuck up. “No, Harper. You don’t get to apologize. You don’t get to do shit.”

      She struggles against my hand, grabbing my wrist and trying to wrench me off her. But whatever she fed me turned me into an immortal being. I could snap her like a fucking twig. And she sees it because her struggles cease, her skin paling and her fingers trembling when she drops her hands at her sides.

      “What did you give me?” I ask quietly. She blinks at me a few times and then tries speaking through my hand.

      I slowly peel my fingers away from her mouth, but when she tries to slip away I close the distance between us and slap my hands against the wall on either side of her face.

      She cringes. “M-Meth,” she whispers. And then pushes out her chin, her voice strengthening. “You ruined everything, Jude. Did you really think I’d let you get away with it?”

      “So you drugged me?”

      Harper’s nose lifts another inch into the air. “Now you know how it feels to be powerless.” She shoves at my chest. “How does it feel, Jude? Huh? Feels shit, doesn’t it?” She even has the fucking audacity to glare defiantly at me, like she’s winning.

      Winning? What a fucking joke.

      I curl my fingers around her chin, smiling at her as I turn her face up. Her body goes stiff, and she puts her hands on my chest like she’d try to stop me if I pressed into her. But she doesn’t shove me away. In fact, she’s done nothing to force me away from her, to create distance, to resist.

      “No control?” I murmur, scanning her flawless skin and her sapphire eyes. “Princess, you unleashed a monster. Whatever Sean and them gave you, it wasn’t this. If you’d had this, you’d have kicked them in the balls so hard they’d have died choking on their own jizz.”

      Her fingertips dig into my pecs as I lean into her, but if this is an attempt to keep me at bay then it’s as futile as her plan of revenge.

      I grind my rock-hard dick against her belly, and a thrill courses through me when her bottom lip trembles. Just like that, I’m overwhelmed with the urge to have her. To have her resist me, to witness her horror and her disgust…and then find her wet for me. Like I did at the bleachers.

      It makes no fucking sense. But it’s what I need. What I want. And Harper nearly fucked me tonight with the stunt she pulled…how did she think she could get away with it unpunished?

      She gasps when I crush my mouth against hers. I taste toothpaste, cherry lip balm, and her. Harper. My fucking stepsister. It’s all there, all bundled together in a sugar-sweet package that sends me into carnal overdrive.

      When she whimpers, when she tries to turn her face away, I growl deep in my throat and trap her face between my hands. I lick into her mouth, drawing at her, wrestling with her tongue, her lips, as they try to keep me out.

      “Open,” I grate out, my lips still against hers.

      And just like that, she melts. Her jaw slackens, and I invade her mouth, taking every inch, forcing her to respond to my voracious kiss.

      She trembles and shakes, a mewling groan slipping out of her mouth when I grab roughly at her breast when I shove my other hand between her legs and squeeze her.

      We break apart for a breath, and that’s when she whimpers, “Please, Jude.”

      It could have been a protest, but that’s not what I hear. She has so much to atone for, it’s no wonder she’s begging me for mercy. I’m tempted to shove her to her knees, have her suck my cock until I’m feeling in a more forgiving mood…but when I feel how damp she is through her fucking pants, I know exactly where I want to bury my cock.

      Grabbing her throat, I drag her to the other side of the screening room and push her face down onto the daybed. When I put my weight on her, she collapses under me with a surprised gasp.

      Then she starts struggling.

      I slide a hand under her hips and drag her ass into the air, molding my body against hers. Her yoga pants stretch tight against the perfect halves of her cheeks, cutting a ditch down the middle that darkens when it reaches her pussy.

      My cock slaps against that white fabric when I take it out, and she instantly stiffens. When she tries to push up, I shove her face back into the daybed with my hand on the back of her neck.

      She could scream, but she doesn’t.

      A single “no”, and I’d release her.

      Would you though? Would you really?

      Fuck it, I don’t know. But as much as she’s resisting me with her body—legs clamped closed and neck pushing against my hand as if she’s trying to sit up…there’s no indication that she wants me to stop.

      Pinks and whites and creams glide over her body from the movie playing in the background. On-screen, the actors grind against each other, moaning and talking dirty as they get ready to fuck. The timing couldn’t have been better.

      I smooth a hand over her ass and then trail my fingers between her legs. Every delicious curve is on display, but I can’t shove my cock through her yoga pants. She whimpers when I yank the fabric down her legs, baring her ass. Harper isn’t wearing underwear, and that makes me think she came in here knowing what she wanted. Knowing what I’d want.

      And God, it pisses me off that she’s still trying to manipulate me.

      Her pussy lips are gleaming.

      Harper’s already wet for me.

      “Open.”

      Her hair’s in her face, hiding her eyes. I brush it away and fold over her again, lifting my bare cock and resting its length against her slit.

      I put my mouth by her ear. “Open.” Slowly, reluctantly, her knees shift an inch apart. “Really think my cock’s that small, princess?”

      She lets out a stifled gasp when I wrench her open. Christ, I’m aching to fuck that perfect slit. Throbbing to empty myself inside her.

      “This is what happens when you try to fuck with me,” I growl.

      Harper’s thighs bunch as she tenses, forcing her juices out of her. I release her neck to throttle the base of my cock, to guide it over her cunt. Harper squirms as I drag my cock through her folds, coating it in her arousal. I move to the side, grab a fistful of her hair, and use that grip to hold her head an inch away from my dick.

      “Lick.”

      She hesitates, so I let go of my cock and slap her ass so hard she lets out a breathless cry. Pain lights up her eyes, and my cock throbs as need grabs hold of me with an iron fist. I’m trembling—externally, internally. I don’t know how long I’ll last like this, caught in this tantalizing anticipation…but I’ll be fucked if I lose control now.

      I know this is wrong. Fucked up beyond belief. She’s my stepsister and that should be enough to force me to keep my distance. But I’ve never wanted someone as badly as I’ve wanted Harper. The forbidden fruit. This wicked, wicked sin.

      When I make her scream with pain, in pleasure, I want the name on her lips to be mine.
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      I came in here to see if my plan worked, maybe gloat a little, and now I’m on my knees in front of Jude, about to suck his dick.

      How did I let this happen? Is it because of what Alex said? I had no idea Jude was so possessive over me…but it didn’t shield me. If anything, it turned me into a target.

      Is that why Sean did what he did? Was it just to fuck with Jude? What if, all this time, I was a pawn in a game I didn’t even know I was playing?

      My insides are quivering. Every time I tense, wetness builds inside me.

      I’m fucked in the head. An utter deviant. I should be furious at how Jude’s been controlling me since the day we met, instead I’m about to sleep with the enemy.

      Jude slaps me on the ass again, but I sigh instead of screaming at him to stop. He wrenches my head closer to his cock. He’s seeping from the slit in his crown and I can smell myself on him, too. With one hand in my hair, he wraps the fingers of his other around his cock and starts pumping it an inch from my face.

      I look up at him, but I don’t know if I’m protesting or encouraging him. His face contorts the moment we lock eyes, and for a second, I think he’s about to come. But then he licks his lips and murmurs, “Open.”

      I want him to hurt me. To make me beg for his mercy. Because I know what I did to him was unforgivable. I’m a bad person. I deserve this.

      “Open,” Jude says through his teeth.

      When I don’t obey a second time, he sinks his thumb and forefinger into my jaw, forcing my teeth open. Parting my lips whether I want them open or not. I struggle, but when he twists the hand in my hair and pain shoots through my scalp, I freeze, whimpering as I glare up at him.

      Jude eases the tip of his warm, tangy dick between my lips. His hard length slides over my tongue and wedges in the back of my throat. I gag and push at his hips. He hisses, eyes hooded as he slowly draws out and then sinks in again.

      I’ve never seen such unadulterated want on someone’s face. My heart flutters, my stomach tightens. I squeeze my pelvic floor muscles and shudder when wetness oozes out of me and trails down my inner thigh. I relax my jaw, but if Jude notices, he decides not to relinquish the grip on my face. He keeps his hand there, pushing open my jaw so I can take more of him into my mouth.

      Wider.

      Deeper.

      And then harder.

      His breath huffs out, sounding pained as he thrusts his cock into my mouth. I gag, and almost puke. My eyes tear up, and I taste that salt in my mouth a moment later.

      Jude groans as he slowly fucks my mouth, the steady rhythm speeding up as his expression tightens, as his eyes narrow to slits.

      A stream of hot, bitter liquid coats my tongue. I gag hard, retch, and have to swallow everything that comes up because he’s still busy pouring cum into my mouth. Some of it escapes as I choke and gasp for breath, and it trickles down my chin and throat.

      Jude pulls out with a groan, coating my mouth with a last powerful spurt. I lick my lips and shudder violently at the taste, but that just seems to turn him on even more. He swipes his thumb over my lips, smearing what’s left of his cum over my skin.

      “Tastes better than Bailey’s, doesn’t it?”

      I laugh at him because he’s obviously joking. He scowls and flips me onto my back, shoving my legs apart and wedging his torso between my knees so I can’t close them again.

      If there’d been more light than just the movie playing in the background, I’d have been too ashamed to let this go on. Splayed open like this? I barely manage to stay my ground as Jude slaps my pussy so hard, I gasp and buck into him. But it’s only the soft, muted colors from the movie lighting up the room, and Jude’s body throws most of mine into shadow.

      He gently parts me. I shudder when cool air touches the most intimate part of me, and again when he stares down at me.

      I stare down, hypnotized by his strong hand, how his muscles cord along his arm as he slides two fingers inside me. My arousal coats his fingers and his palm, making his skin gleam. After one experimental thrust, he starts fingering me violently, his palm thumping against my pelvic bone and sending a hard ache into my core with every impact.

      “Make yourself come,” he commands.

      When I hesitate, he forces my hand down. I have no choice but to start stroking myself.

      I groan at the pleasure coiling through me, my eyes falling half-shut. This is so dirty. So perverted. As sinful as making myself cry out silently in the shower after I’ve woken up dreaming of Jude fucking me in his truck, at school, beside the pool.

      He pushes down on my fingers, rubbing them harder and faster against my clit.

      “Come on, princess. This isn’t playtime. Do it like you mean it.”

      It’s electric. Painful. I mewl and buck to try and get away from that delicious pain. Then his thick cock is pressing against my entrance. He moves his hips, rubbing himself through my slick folds. Teasing me. Coating himself with my lust.

      “Jude, fuck!”

      He pushes away my fingers and massages my clit himself. His cock keeps rubbing and pushing against my entrance, and all I want is for him to take that last step and push inside me. To take what I’ve never given anyone else.

      “My cock can’t wait to slide into this tight little pussy of yours,” he growls.

      He’s already had my first kiss. He’s the first to touch me, to finger me. Why not just give him everything? It will make him think he’s won…even if it’s only for tonight. I owe him that much, at least.

      “Jesus, you’re so fucking wet for me,” he hisses. “Tell me how much you want this, princess. Beg me to fuck you.”

      But that’s a line I won’t cross. This is wrong—and I’m not going to pretend that doesn’t matter to me. If he wants me, he’s going to have to take me.

      “Fuck you,” I whisper.

      My body’s tense as a fucking violin string, and all it will take is one more pluck for me to unravel.

      Jude’s black eyes dart up to mine. There’s fleeting surprise, quickly replaced with spite. “So that’s how you want to play this?”

      His dick slides up and down my slit. Harder, harder. He eases in half an inch and then slips out.

      “Jesus fucking Christ.” He groans. “You really expect me to believe you don’t want this when you’re fucking dripping for me?”

      “I’ll never want you,” I hiss. “I hate you.”

      He sneers at me. “You keep telling yourself that,” he says, and smacks my pussy so hard I see stars. “Meanwhile, I’ll be here fucking you raw, and you’ll be begging me not to stop.”

      I struggle when he tries to push inside me, gritting my teeth as I try to close my thighs.

      When he slips over my entrance a second, a third, a fourth time, he lets out a frustrated growl and grabs my ass cheeks in both hands, hauling me open. But instead of finally breaking me, his cock dips lower and presses against my hole.

      All he has to do is circle it with the tip of his crown a few times before I’m soaked. Flickers of pleasure wreath into me, arousing me and sickening me at the same time.

      “What did you think was going to happen, princess? You come in here with your tight fucking pants, you see me watching this film?” There’s a gleam in his black eyes like he’s daring me to back down. Then he glides his thumb over my hole, pressing hard, sending a score of hot tingle through me. I gasp, go rigid.

      “Touch yourself,” he says, his eyes dropping briefly to my aching pussy.

      My hand trembles as I start rubbing my clit, and my body arches when Jude slips the tip of his thumb inside me. “Fuck,” I grate through my teeth. “Jude…”

      “Stop?” he teases, and then starts working his thumb inside my hole. “Go on, Harper. Tell me to stop again. See what happens.”

      I grimace instead, my fingers moving faster and harder. I grunt, groan, buck my hips, my eyelashes fluttering as I struggle to keep my gaze locked on Jude’s hungry eyes.

      “That’s it,” he murmurs. “This tight little hole is almost ready for my cock. Want to know what that’s going to feel like, princess?”

      He slips his thumb deeper, starts fingering my tight hole. “Imagine this…but a million times better.” It’s so fucking intense, he only has to pump in and out a few times before pleasure tears through me.

      My entire body bucks off the daybed as I come with a strangled scream.
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      I love the way Harper struggles. How she thinks she wants me to stop. Does she know how much it turns me on? I’ve held out for so long that my balls are filled with a deep, sullen ache. Delicious, but torturous. Her tight little hole is more than wet enough for me, and I’ve tormented us both for too long. She’s tightening around the tip of my finger, and I think that’s because she’s going to come.

      I want to be inside her when it happens again.

      I part her ass cheeks and push my cock against her hole. She twists, moans, tries to close her legs. I ignore her. With my weight on her, she’s trapped. Her pussy lips are dark with arousal, and I almost change my mind and push into them instead. But after hearing how gloriously she came undone with my finger inside her hole, I can’t imagine what she’ll do when I’m fucking it.

      God, she’s so fucking tight. And the meth she spiked my drink with must be contributing because although I’m fucking bursting to come, I feel like I can do this all night. Why wouldn’t I? It’s so goddamn good. I’ve edged so many times before when I was jerking off to good porn, but it felt nothing like this. I know our parents can’t hear us, there’s still a chance one of them will come down here. That they’ll walk in and find us like this, doing something so nasty and wrong it would turn their hair gray.

      “Fuck!” I growl as I force myself an inch inside her. Then another. Another. Harper lets out a breathless cry, her back arching, her hands clawing my arms, leaving streaks of blood behind.

      My body’s on fire. I can feel the air against my skin, can taste Harper’s scent on my tongue, can feel every inch of her hole gripping my cock. My muscles, my balls, my fucking cock all scream at me for release.

      Harper tightens around me and lets out a wretched sob as she covers her face with her hands. I start rubbing her clit, ratcheting up her glorious, shameful sobs to something surreal.

      I push all the way inside her, pull out a few inches, and do it again. She’s shuddering, moaning, writhing like a creature possessed. Beautiful in her pained, frantic pleasure.

      I move faster, settle into a punishing rhythm. The sounds of our bodies slapping against each other fill the room.

      “Jude, fuck. Jude!”

      At the sound of my name on her sweet tongue, I come hard, groaning through my climax as my cum spurts into her. She closes around me, trapping me deep inside as she comes with a gasp rattling in her throat. Her mouth falls open, her eyes squeezing shut as she’s torn apart by her orgasm. I’m thrusting into my own cum, her tight walls slippery with my seed.

      Only when I pull out does she finally relax, sighing in relief. Thinking—wrongly—that it’s over.

      “That’s it, princess,” I murmur, stroking her clit hard and slow as she shudders. “Now come undone for me again.”

      “Oh god, Jude! No!” Her shuddering body tightens again, and she tries pushing away my hand, but when I strum her into another orgasm, she grabs me and pushes me harder against her clit. “Fuck!” The last is a whispered curse, with her face pressed into the daybed, her eyes fluttering but not seeing.

      I give her pussy one last stroke. She quivers, grabs my wrists, whispers, “Please, no. I can’t.”

      This time I listen.

      It’s as if my own climax finally got rid of the worst of the meth roaring through my system, because suddenly I’m floating, untethered, and the edginess and the crazy energy and the unrelenting focus is dissipating.

      Maybe Harper senses the difference in me because she pushes her hair out of her face and peers over at me with heavy-lidded eyes. There’s a beat where we’re still, just staring at each other, perhaps both of us trying to incorporate this sin into our new reality.

      Then she puts out a hand, pressing her palm to my chest, and murmurs, “Hold me.”

      I immediately obey. And for once, my mind is too fatigued to try and figure it out. She turns her back to me, and I mold against the curve of her body, my arm under her head, the other draped over her waist.

      This close, I can feel her heart beating. Her lungs expanding. We’re both rigid, uncertain, maybe even uneasy. But then she inhales deep and lets it out in a rush.

      As she relaxes and lets go, so do I.
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      A twitch of fingers against my hip wakes me. At first I don’t know where I am, but then I feel the flutter of Jude’s breath against the back of my neck and it all comes rushing back. No one can find us like this. I have to move, but the last thing I want to do is to leave Jude’s side.

      Paralyzed, terrified, there’s nothing I can do but soak in the moment. Jude’s smell. His strength. I’ve never felt this safe around anyone before. This…comfortable. And I know I shouldn’t because this is wrong. What we did was so, so wrong.

      “Morning, princess.”

      I squirm, my mouth curling up at the edges at the sound of Jude’s deep purr. “Hey.”

      His fingers graze my skin, trailing up to cup my breast.

      He makes a happy sound, his lips brushing my neck and giving me goosebumps. “Could stay here forever,” he says quietly, tracing the outline of my hip bone. “Like this, with you.”

      But we can’t because this is a fantasy.

      I led him on, fooled him. I can’t even imagine the punishment coming my way…and suddenly I’m wondering if it was worth it. But I can’t stop it now. Everything has already been set in motion. I missed my chance on the field last night. It was there, a second before I handed Jude that energy drink. That was the last chance I had to change my mind.

      What’s done is done.

      He could have stopped before he sent that text to Sean, but he didn’t. Why am I the only one around here who shows any mercy?

      But after what happened between us, what we did…I know I’m going to regret it.

      Nausea coils deep in my stomach. Jude starts pulling away. I guess he also realizes this can’t happen, that this was a monumental mistake.

      “Just a few more minutes,” I whisper, grabbing his arm and pulling him back. “Let’s just pretend…” My voice fades before strengthening again. “That it could always be like this.”

      He snuggles his face into the back of my neck. Is this really who he is? Have I somehow managed to shatter his hard, brittle shell? Or is it an after effect of the drugs? I felt dopey the day after Sean’s party. I couldn’t even get out of bed. Why do I keep wanting to make this more than it is?

      There was palpable energy between us. Had been since the day we met and sized each other up. It grew until we couldn’t contain it anymore and, last night, it flooded us. Now we’re stranded on this tiny little island, and we have to figure out how to get back to civilization. And how to act normal once we get there. Because what happened changed me…how could it not have changed him?

      I flinch when he speaks, so caught up in that barrage of ugly thoughts. “If you could go anywhere in the world, where’d you go?”

      “Like…” I clear my throat. “On holiday?”

      “Like forever.”

      “Yikes…” I laugh softly. “I don’t know. I never thought about it.” I shift a little, relishing the touch of his skin against mine. “You?”

      His sigh washes against my neck, giving me goosebumps.

      “Our lake house in Scarstone,” he says.

      “Really? Why there?”

      “Because it’s beautiful and secluded. I could do whatever I want…we could do whatever we want.”

      Jude watches me intently with shadows for eyes. Then he leans closer and touches his lips to my cheek. My jaw. I’m still aching from where he had his dick in me. But at the same time, my toes curl at the thought that he’s going to kiss me.

      Because what we did—that was sinful and raw. A soft kiss? That’s not lust…it’s…

      Love?

      Jude hesitates, his mouth less than an inch from mine. My heart hammers away in my chest, and I start aching inside when I feel him growing hard for me again.

      Kiss me!

      But my silent command doesn’t reach him. He bows his head and kisses my neck, my shoulder. Strong hands grasp at my breast as his cock thickens against my ass.

      I squirm away from him, furious at how desperate I was for his lips on mine when all he wants is to fuck me again. “No one can know about this,” I snap.

      “Harper.” Jude grasps my wrist, but I pluck my hand away.

      I’m suddenly desperate for sleep—proper sleep—and I know I’ll be lying awake for hours trying to figure out what all of this is meant to be. I can’t do that here, with Jude’s reluctant intimacy battering my mind.

      I hunt the daybed with shaking hands until I find the clothes he’d stripped from me. My core aches at the memory of him ripping them off, but I force myself not to get dragged under again.

      “It’s the middle of the night,” he says in a tight voice. “No one’s gonna come. Stay. Please. I won’t touch you, if that’s what you’re scared of.”

      I pause for a moment.

      I don’t want to hurt him more than I already have. I don’t want to give him false hope. I’ve seen so many different facets of his personality that I’m struggling to grasp who he truly is. But I know who I am.

      I’m the girl who broke him.

      He just doesn’t know it yet.

      But maybe he suspects something because he doesn’t try to stop me again when I leave.
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      Why the fuck didn’t I kiss her? She was right there fucking begging for it, and I wussed out. Why?

      Because it would have changed everything.

      What I did to Harper last night was done out of spite, out of fury. And she took it without a fight because she knew she deserved it. It’s that simple. But cuddling in each other’s arms, making out—that’s not what either of us wants.

      Is it?

      My head feels stuffed with cotton wool. There’s a hollow in my stomach, but I’m not hungry. I have a headache, feel dehydrated, and I’m mentally and physically exhausted.

      This isn’t the right time to work out complex shit like where Harper and I stand. I have time.

      I can’t dismiss the fact that, for the first time ever, I feel...satisfied. I climb the stairs to my room, wolfing down a pop tart with a strange grin playing on my mouth.

      Football has been my outlet ever since I needed one. Yeah, I dated a few times, but nothing serious. I lost my virginity in middle school, tried anal for the first time in high school. But nothing ever came close to this. Was it because I was so fucking tweaked?

      Or was it because of Harper?

      The answer is obvious when I climb into bed and immediately regret letting her leave my arms. We’d only dozed off for an hour, maybe two, but I’d been fast asleep.

      I’m still smiling, and it takes me a few seconds to realize why.

      It’s over.

      I don’t hate Harper anymore. It’s like she flipped a switch in my fucking head. Gone is the anger, the resentment. When I think of her, all I feel is a deep longing. I want to be close to her, want to be enveloped in her smell, feel her warm body against mine. But not just that...I want to ask her more questions. I’m suddenly dying to know what her childhood was really like. What she wants to study. If she’s planning on going to college. If she wants to go to college with me.

      It’s exhilarating, and that’s why I’m smiling.

      For the first time in a long time, I’m happy.
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      I wake up late on Saturday morning and wander downstairs to get my breakfast out of the microwave. The house is empty and too quiet. Where did everyone go? I call my dad’s mobile, but he doesn’t answer. I try Harper, but her phone is off. I don’t have Diana’s number, and Rosie doesn’t own a phone.

      Usually this wouldn’t bother me in the least, but after what Harper and I did last night, I’m struck with a sense of foreboding so strong, I get the fuck out of the house before I lose my mind.

      I can go anywhere—the mall, a coffee shop, maybe check out a four-wheeler so Dad knows which one to buy me. But I go back to school. I only join the team on their Saturday morning practice sessions during playoffs. Since I have a fully kitted gym at home, I don’t need to come all the way here to work out. It’s a wasted drive just for an hour-long practice.

      But I’m in a weird mood this morning. I’m craving human interaction, and since I woke up to a ghost house, this is my best bet at finding some.

      There are a few cars in the parking lot, some I recognize and some I don’t. I guess there’s something else happening too—maybe cheerleading practice or band rehearsals.

      When I spot my Dad’s Audi, I freeze up.

      What the hell is he doing here?

      I’m so freaked out, I go over to check the registration, and put my hands on the window to peer inside as if the license wasn’t confirmation enough.

      My phone vibrates. I take it out and frown at the caller ID.

      DAD

      Huh. What a coincidence. I answer with a puzzled, “Hi.”

      “Jude? Where are you?”

      “Next to your car.”

      “You’re...what?”

      I open my mouth, but my dad carries on talking. “Never mind. I need you to get in your car and meet me at school.”

      “I’m already here.”

      “Here where?” He sounds frustrated, and that gets my heart rate going.

      “Dad, what’s wrong?”

      “You’re here? At Cinderhart High?”

      “Yeah. I’m right outside, next to your car. What are you doing here?”

      “I’m...” he trails off, clears his throat. “Meet me in the locker room.” He ends the call before I can reply. I shake my head and glance back at my truck. I should get my duffle bag, but something tells me to leave it behind. I can always run back and fetch it to change for practice.

      Which is already five minutes in, so I’d better get a move on. I pocket my Range Rover’s keys and trot around to the field’s guest entrance so I don’t have to track all the way through the school to get to the locker room.

      My heart stutters, and my trot slows into a jagged walk before I stop.

      Why is no one on the field?

      Oh my God. Dad’s going to announce my scholarship to the team.

      My skin prickles, pride rushing through me to warm my cheeks and puff out my chest. Is there a surprise party waiting for me in the locker room? That would explain why everyone was gone this morning—they obviously came through early to set up.

      I punch the air, bottom lip caught between my teeth in a ruthless bite as I jog the rest of the way into the locker room.

      Shit, the whole team’s here! It’s quiet, but I guess that’s because they’re going to throw the music full blast when I come in, like my own personal walk-up song. I’m grinning ear to ear like an idiot...and then I see Harper.

      She’s standing closest to the passageway, her back to me. Her sleek dark hair glistens, and as if she senses eyes on her, she glances at me over her shoulder. She’s wearing makeup that makes her blue eyes pop. Lipstick plumps out her mouth. She’s in dark gray skinny jeans, biker boots, and a short leather jacket with a neon pink crop top underneath.

      She looks good enough to eat, and that’s exactly what I plan to do to her the next time I get her alone. In fact, once the festivities have simmered down, I’m going to drag her behind the bleachers again and—

      “Jude.”

      I reluctantly wrench my eyes away from my stepsister. Coach holds out an arm, beckoning me inside with a wave. Fuck, he’s always so grim, even now. What does it take to get him to crack a smile?

      Harper steps back, sidling behind one of the fullbacks without touching him, and disappears into the shadows.

      I suppose it’s better that way. I really shouldn’t be staring at her like a piece of meat where anyone could see. People would ask questions. And I don’t need anything casting shade on my scholarship.

      Members of the team glance back when Coach calls me forward, and step aside to let me pass through. They look perplexed, wary even, and I don’t blame them. They’re probably wondering what the fuck is going on, why they all had to be at practice, especially the night after another win.

      My heart is pumping so hard, I taste blood in my mouth. Then I realize I’m biting down too hard on my lip, so I quickly let it go and lick my lips. God, why am I so nervous? I own this shit.

      Except, when I step into the circle created by the team and I see Principal Heller’s grim face, it all falls apart. Suddenly, everything that’s wrong with this picture rushes at me, all at once.

      We’re not gathered in the empty space where Coach Perez normally calls our huddle. We’re standing near the row of lockers. One of them is already open.

      It’s mine.

      My pulse beats fast and hard in my ears. I try to swallow, but my mouth is too dry. “What are you doing?” I croak.

      Heller’s lips thin. “Mr. Dearth, can you confirm this is your locker?”

      I rake fingers through my hair and glance around the room. Everyone is staring at me, and it’s with the type of expression where they’re waiting to see just how bad this shit gets before they react.

      “Well, yeah, but...it’s, like, anyone could—” I don’t know what the fuck I’m blabbering for. I have nothing to hide. There’s nothing in there but a spare towel, some hair gel I don’t even use anymore, maybe a protein bar. Suddenly I’m scrambling, wracking my mind to figure out what the hell everyone’s doing gathered around my fucking locker.

      “So then this—” Heller reaches in and picks up something “—is yours?”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “What is it?”

      The principal silently holds out a small plastic bag with two orange pills inside.

      “No!” My voice is too loud, too frantic. I stab a finger at the pills as I step closer. “That is not mine.”

      Dad intercepts me with a hand on my shoulder. “It’s in your locker. Jude, I was here when they cut off the lock. No one’s been in there since last night.”

      “But it’s not mine!” I slap his hand away from my shoulder before I can stop myself. “Someone must have put it in there.”

      “Jude, calm—” Dad says.

      But he doesn’t get any further, because months of suppressed rage and resentment suddenly flood through me. I spin on my heel, my fist already flying. Dad barely has time to widen his eyes before my blow snaps his head to the side.

      He staggers back, caught by Sean and Eric, who looks as shocked as I feel.

      “Dude, what the fuck?” Sean yells. “That’s your dad, man.”

      So I punch him too. But he’s not a pushover like my dad. He spits out blood and charges me, shoving me into the nearest wall. In an instant, the locker room explodes into chaos. But all I’m aware of is Sean’s ugly mug, and I’m desperate to ram my fists into it over and over again, until it’s misshapen, until the brains inside his skull look like chopped up Jell-O.

      I don’t get the chance. Someone puts me in a chokehold until I blackout. 

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I come to with a high-pitched whine in my ears and something stinging in the crook of my arm. I blink hard, forcing my blurry eyes to focus on the syringe someone just plucked out of my skin.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I try to sit forward. But I’m held back by a thick arm which a quick sideways glance reveals as belonging to Coach Perez. “Coach?”

      “Sorry, Jude,” he murmurs. “But rules are rules.”

      “Rules?” I feel disorientated, my mind all fogged up. When I look around, a lot of the faces I remember seeing are gone.

      But Dad is still here. He has an ice pack on his face and a haunted look in his eyes. Rosie and Diana are gone...but Harper decided to stay behind. As soon as we lock eyes and I see the sparkle in hers, I know.

      “You,” I growl, glaring at her across the locker room.

      Dad’s frown deepens. “Keep quiet,” he says. “You’re only making this worse for yourself.”

      His words echo back to me, and I realize I said them to Harper just the other day. Or a variation of them, anyway. I want to laugh, and I guess Dad sees some of that rue on my face because his lips twist in disgust.

      “I can’t believe you, Jude,” he says quietly, as if the words are meant for my ears alone. But we’re not alone. Sean and Eric are still hanging around. Perez, Principal Heller.

      Harper.

      I force myself not to look at her. I know I’ll start ranting and raving like a fucking lunatic if I do. So instead I focus every ounce of attention on Dad. He keeps my gaze. Maybe it even empowers him, because he lifts his chin and drops the hand with the ice pack at his side. There’s a dark bruise on his jaw, some swelling. I didn’t know I hit him that hard. I didn’t know he’d still be able to take a punch like that, either.

      “How long for the results?” Dad asks, not breaking eye contact with me.

      “I’ll try and rush them,” Perez says. “But latest Wednesday.

      “And if it’s positive?”

      Perez sighs, some of that warm breath washing over my arm. The school nurse—a middle-aged man with thinning hair and crazy thick bifocals—caps the syringe and slips it into a plastic sleeve.

      “We’ll see,” Coach says, sounding as if it’s the last thing he wants to do.

      That’s when he finally lets me go. I push to my feet, and suddenly everyone in the room is on edge. Everyone except Harper. She just keeps staring at me with wide eyes, the gleam in them making it obvious just how much she’s enjoying this.

      I look away before anyone can notice. “This is bullshit. It’s not mine.” The nurse tries to put a cotton ball and a band-aid on me, but I pluck my arm away and press my thumb hard against the sore spot.

      As that dull ache spreads through my arm, it all comes together in my head.

      And if it’s positive?

      If it’s positive?

      “Jude is suspended effective immediately while we wait for the results,” Heller says. “If the test comes back positive, then he’ll be expelled.”

      “Expelled?” Dad faces off with the principal. “You can’t honestly—”

      “We have a zero-tolerance policy for drugs,” Principal Heller says. “If you have an issue with that, you can take it up with the board of trustees. Good morning, gentlemen. Miss Dearth.”

      With that, the principal leaves. Dad turns slowly to me, arms on his hips, concern drawing deep creases in the corners of his eyes. “Jude?”

      I don’t know what to say. Fuck, I don’t even know if I can speak. My chest feels like it’s being crushed in a trash compactor.

      “I’m going to the car,” Harper says in a wobbly voice.

      I don’t even want to look at her, but what fucking choice do I have? As soon as our eyes lock, she makes a pathetic little mewling sound and blinks, setting free two tears to race down her mottled cheeks.

      And then she’s running out of the locker room, her boot heels clapping on the floor.

      That’s all I need to shut down. Those big, fat, fake tears drain every last ounce of willpower from me.

      Well played, Harper. Well fucking played.
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      It’s times like this I wish I had more friends. The last place I want to be is at home, but when Alex doesn’t answer my call as I’m driving back to Dearth Manor, there’s no one else I can turn to. Come to think of it, I didn’t see Alex in the locker room. I could have missed him, I guess.

      Dad made it clear I was to come straight home anyway. What was the point in fighting him on that?

      I sit in the Range Rover while the rest of my family pile out of Dad’s Audi. Rosie is crying, and I swear that breaks my heart more than even the thought that I might be expelled next week.

      Ha, might?

      It’s a fucking definite. And I don’t know if that makes it worse or not, knowing, but it gives me something. An advantage, maybe? For the next three days, only me and Harper know what my future holds.

      Harper.

      I go cold just thinking of her. Fucking bitch played me. She played me so well, a part of me is silently congratulating her. Only a small part. The rest is already plotting how to destroy her. I held back in the past. I was going easy on her. Because she’s a girl, because she’s my sister. I dunno, because I was a fucking pussy.

      That ends today.

      She’s stolen the sole reason for my existence. Football, my university scholarship...up in flames. And she’s holding the match, fucking winking at me.

      Please, Jude.

      Yeah, Harper. I hear you. You’re begging me to put you in your place. I hear you, princess.

      Don’t worry. Your day of reckoning is coming.
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      “Can I talk to you?” My voice is gravelly. I haven’t had a sip to drink all morning except for my cup of coffee.

      Dad looks up from the kitchen countertop. I thought he’d been busy on his phone, but he’d just been leaning on his hands, staring at the marble. When he looks at me, it’s like he’s surfacing from a daydream. “Yes, of course, son.”

      His gentle tone catches me off guard. I stand in the entrance to the kitchen for a second, not sure what to say anymore. I’d been expecting harsh words, perhaps an order for me to go to my room and not come out until the test came back.

      I almost want to tell him everything. Everything. About the dreams, the resentment, the enmity. About Harper, and what we did in the dark last night, how badly we both fucked up.

      But something stops me. Self-preservation, probably.

      I drag one of the kitchen stools closer to his and sit down, swallow, muss up my hair.

      “This shouldn’t have happened,” I tell him. “The last thing I ever wanted to do was disappoint you.”

      He studies me for a long moment, and I do my best to maintain eye contact. It’s difficult though. The longer I stare at him, the more aware I am of how old he’s gotten. The wrinkles around his eyes, thinning lips, receding hairline.

      “What did you want, Jude?” Dad’s dark brown eyes narrow. “Did you want me to be miserable the rest of my life? To never have someone at my side again?” His eyes are watery now, like he’s about to start crying.

      My chest closes up. I can’t speak, so I shake my head.

      “I loved her as much as you did. More. She was my fu—she was my wife, Jude. You’re not the only one who lost someone that day. But all you lost was a mother. I lost a wife, a lover. And my best friend.”

      Pressure builds in my head. “Dad, I didn’t—”

      “What would she say about all of this? About your bad attitude? The things you say about your sister? The drugs?”

      I have to look away. It’s too painful. Because now I can’t get the image of my mother’s kind eyes out of my head. I was such a good kid back then. I never fucked up. I can’t even imagine how she’d react if Dad’s disappointment is anything to go by. How it would distort her lovely face into something...ugly. Something alien.

      “I fucked up,” I mumble, trying desperately not to let the dark emotions inside me spill out. “And I’m sorry for that. But it’s not all my fault, Dad.” I grab his wrist, but I hold him gently so he doesn’t think I’ll try and hurt him again. “You have to believe me, please.”

      “Then whose fault is it?” He ducks his head to look me in the eyes, because I’ve bowed my head. “Are you going to try and pin this on Harper?”

      “I—” My voice catches hard, and I fight back an angry sob. I pour every ounce of willpower into keeping my defenses up, making sure I don’t break down in front of my dad and lose whatever shred of respect he still has for me.

      It’s a fucking battle, but I win.

      Only because Harper walks into the room, though. If she hadn’t arrived just then, I wouldn’t have held out. I’d be sobbing in my father’s arms like a fucking child, and I’d have hated myself for it. He’d have hated me for it, for being weak, for being a fucking kid.

      “Mr. Dearth, Mom said I had to ask your permission to...” She trails off, stopping somewhere behind me, hidden. “Oh, I...Did I...I’ll come back.”

      Dad pulls out of my grip, stands, walks around me to go to Harper. I follow him, a morbid fascination forcing me to watch their exchange. “Harper, did you have anything to do with this?”

      She frowns. “With what?”

      Dad crosses his arms over his chest. “The drugs in Jude’s locker.”

      Harper blinks and says nothing, just her mouth working. For a second, hope blossoms. If she admits to what she did, this would all be over. I’d be back to playing football on Monday. The scholarship would still be mine.

      Her throat moves as she swallows. “You think I put them in Jude’s locker?”

      “Did you?” Dad’s frown turns quizzical. “Harper?”

      “No. Of course not.” She glances at me, blushes, glances away. “I was nowhere near his stuff.”

      “So you didn’t go into the locker room after the game? Because you disappeared just after halftime. I only saw you again when we were leaving the school.” Dad grabs her arm. “Harper, if you’re lying...”

      Her blush deepens. “Yes. I mean, no! I was with a…friend the whole time.”

      “Who?”

      She licks her lips, her eyes fixed on the ground. “A-Alex.” Her eyes dart up to mine, but whatever she sees on my face must terrify her. “Jude’s friend.” The last is a whisper.

      I lean away from her, blinking hard. “You’re lying,” I spit out. “He would never—”

      “We were just fooling around. Nothing happened!” She claps a hand over my dad’s, squeezing him. “Please, Mr. Dearth, I’m telling the truth. You can ask Alex if you don’t believe me.”

      Please, Jude.

      I growl and shove past them both as I exit the kitchen. My father calls after me, but if I turn around now, I won’t stop at a single punch.

      Rosie is in the hallway when I storm up the stairs to my room, and she beams when she sees me. “Jude! Are you better—” but once she registers the expression on my face, she falters. “Jude?”

      I sweep past her, throwing out a hand to stop her in case she tries to follow. I slam my bedroom door so hard, one of my certificates falls off the wall and shatters. I rip my phone off its charger and call Alex.

      He doesn’t answer.

      I barely reign in my hand, but I still end up slamming my phone on my desk hard enough to shatter the screen. I start pacing like a caged animal, my hands curling in and out of fists, my breath more of a pant than anything else. But this room is too small, and there are too many things in here that can break. That I want to break.

      So I rip open my bedroom door and trot down the stairs, ignoring Rosie’s trembling, “Jude?” when she calls out to me from the living room. I jog down the basement stairs and step into the gym, heading straight for the weights. There are spare sweats and towels next to the sauna, but I don’t bother with those. I pick up a set of dumbbells and start with reps, not even bothering to warm up.

      I need to feel pain. Maybe then I’ll stop thinking about all the ways I can hurt Harper.

      There’s no pain, though. Not yet. But I do manage to focus. And with that focus, I work through every moment of my life since I met my stepsister. I sift through those memories like someone hunting for turds in a box of cat litter.

      Harper’s smarter than I thought possible. Crafty, like a little fox. I need to find something so incriminating, so damning, the only logical place to send her would be a fucking nunnery in Tibet.

      I move onto the rowing machine, then the punching bag. But it’s only when I collapse into the sauna an hour later, sweat streaming over my aching muscles, that it comes to me.

      My head shifts forward. My eyes open to lazy coils of steam. I blink, cock my head, think it through really carefully.

      And then I smile.
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      My phone rings, and there’s already a knot of dread in my stomach before I pick it up to see who’s calling.

      Alex.

      Again.

      I groan silently and turn off my phone with a grimace. He’s been calling non-stop since last night. I should just answer, but I don’t want to speak to him. I don’t want to speak to anyone.

      I fall on my bed and scream into my pillow. This is all wrong! I’m supposed to be on cloud nine. I fucking won! Jude is fucked, and I made it happen.

      But I’m not happy. I’m pissed off.

      I’ve nuked my entire world, left standing in the shambles of my own destruction as the radiation slowly seeps deeper into my bones.

      Mom and Wayne fought on the way home from school this morning. They fought so much that Rosie started sobbing again. Fuck, I nearly started crying. Wayne is convinced Jude is being set up, but my mom didn’t want to hear a word of it. She’d been edgy since last night when I got in the car to go home, asking me why Jude had grabbed me like that. Why he’d looked so angry. I told her he was just amped up for the game—but she didn’t believe me. I forgot I was dealing with a seasoned pro when it came to drugs. She might not have said anything, but it was clear she thought he was on something.

      Last night she didn’t dare accuse Wayne’s golden boy of doping, but this morning? Oh my God, did she let him have it. I didn’t call her out on her hypocrisy. It wouldn’t have helped my case. I thought this out as carefully as I could, but I know I’m not perfect. There’s still a chance I could get dragged under, caught up in Jude’s fall from grace. Collateral damage.

      There’s one loose thread...and it’s Alex. I told him I was going to the bathroom when in actual fact, I snuck into the locker room and planted the rest of the meth inside Jude’s locker. If anyone asks Alex, he’ll probably tell them I wasn’t with him the entire time. That it’s plausible that I could have slipped away long enough to plant the drugs.

      But in a few days, none of that will matter. Whether Jude put the drugs in his locker or not isn’t going to matter when that test comes back positive for meth.

      I only hope I can stay sane long enough to see this all play out.
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      There’s a knock on my bedroom door. I quickly save and close the program I was working on, plucking out the single earbud from my ear as I call out, “Yeah?”

      “Open the door,” Dad says.

      I hurry over to unlock it, looking down when I see my dad’s frown.

      “What were you doing?”

      “Homework.”

      Dad holds out his hand. I don’t need to ask what he wants—I take the key out of my lock and hand it over without a word.

      “We’re going out for pizza.”

      “See you later—”

      “You’re coming with.” Dad’s eyes are slits when I look up.

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t trust you anymore, Jude.” He cocks his head a little, as if daring me to question his logic. But how the fuck can I?

      “Do I get to change, or do you want me walking in there with my dick on display?” I’m only wearing sweats, not even boxers, and I probably don’t need to wave a hand toward my groin to illustrate my point, but I do it anyway.

      Dad’s interfering in my plans in a big way. There’s a clock on my fucking life and he expects me to sit in a diner and make nice?

      “Watch yourself,” Dad growls. “Or I’m cutting off your internet and taking away your phone.”

      Christ. I give him a grim nod. “Sorry, Dad. I’ll be right down.”

      I push the door halfway closed and start changing, but my eyes keep finding their way back to my computer. Frustration boils in my veins, but there’s nothing I can do—Dad always goes ahead with his threats. I’m surprised he hasn’t given me some lashes with his belt yet...but I know for a fact that’s on the menu when my test results come in.

      I’d been praying that Harper would do the decent thing and say she had an assignment or some shit to work on, but she’s in the back seat with me and Rosie because I guess she’s made it her life’s mission to fuck with me.

      Thankfully Rosie is sandwiched between us, and she keeps up a non-stop conversation with me about the movie they watched last week...so the car trip’s a real fucking blast.

      “You know what, squirt? How about I go see that movie with you tomorrow?” I tell her. “Then you don’t have to keep telling me how awesome it is.”

      “I thought you were grounded,” Harper says quietly. But, of course, not so quietly that at least one of our parents hear her.

      “What’s that?” Diana says, turning in her seat.

      “Jude’s gonna watch with me tomorrow!” Rosie pipes up.

      “Oh, that’s nice,” Diana says, giving Rosie a smile that cools down to ice when she glances over to me.

      “At the cinema,” Harper adds.

      Fuck my life. She’s driving me goddamn crazy. I curl my fingers against my mouth and turn to look out the window in an attempt not to reach over and throttle her.

      “You’re grounded, Jude.”

      “Aw!” Rosie grabs onto the back of Diana’s headrest. “Please, please, please, please, please!”

      Diana’s eyes widen, but her mouth is still in a thin line. “I’m sorry, Rosie, but Jude—”

      “Let him go,” Dad says. “It’ll do him good spending some time with Rosie.”

      I share a secret little smile with Rosie, and she slips her hand into mine and holds it tight for the rest of the drive to the Coal Pit diner.

      We order drinks and eat our pizzas in relevant peace. Thankfully, Harper keeps her attention on Diana and Wayne and leaves me the fuck out of everything. I’m only too happy—it’s a struggle being civil while the mastermind who devised my destruction is sitting less than a yard away from me.

      I’m almost ready to chalk up the lunch to a relative success—seeing as I didn’t kill my stepsister with the pepper grinder—when Alex walks up to our table.

      Harper goes stiff in her seat. I swear she’d have climbed under the table if she thought she could get away with it.

      I shoot to my feet, my hands in fists and the suddenly vivid image of Alex making out with Harper playing through my mind like the start of a very badly executed amateur porn video.

      “Sit down, Jude,” Dad says. The warning in his voice is clear, but it still takes massive amounts of willpower for me to obey. I swear my knees creak on the way down.

      “What are you doing here?” Harper squeaks, her hands in a tight bundle in her lap.

      “You weren’t answering your phone,” Alex says, running an awkward hand across the back of his neck. “Mr. Dearth, Mrs. Dearth.” He nods at my dad, then Diana, but completely ignores Rosie.

      He used to do that whenever he came over, too. A lot of people do. They don’t know how to handle her. I used to think it was fine—I mean, at least he wasn’t condescending—but now it just pisses me off.

      “So I hear you were also at the game last night,” Dad says. “Were your parents there too?”

      Alex throws Dad a startled look. “Uh, yeah. They, they come most Fridays.”

      “Tell your father I said hello.”

      Alex throws my dad another wide-eyed glance before turning back to Harper. “Yeah, sure. Uh...could we...could we talk?”

      “I’m with my family,” Harper says, snooty little bitch shoving her nose into the air.

      I turn in my seat, throwing my arm on the back of the booth so I can stare at her just a little harder. “It looks important, Sis.”

      Her blue eyes could have worked as well as a fucking welding torch. “It can wait, Jude.”

      “No, that’s fine, honey,” Diana says. She’s already had half a bottle of wine, so I’m not surprised she’s ready to hand her daughter off to the first boy who asks. Come to think of it, Diana is the perfect evil stepmother. I only wish I’d caught on sooner—she could have been useful in my war on Harper.

      Harper opens her mouth to argue but then thinks better of it. Rosie and I both have to climb out of our red vinyl booth to let her through, and I make sure that I’m so close that she has to brush past me to get out. She flinches when we make contact, and throws a startled look up at me.

      For just a moment, we’re in our own little bubble. The first time since she burned down my world, come to think about it. She wilts under my glare and quickly steps away. Suddenly Alex is a better choice than I am, despite how desperately she’s trying to avoid him.

      “When did Harper start seeing Alex?” Diana asks as soon as they’ve left.

      I freeze halfway into sliding back into the booth and fall down the last foot. “Sorry?”

      “Alex.” Diana points after the pair as they walk away from the table, Harper hanging her head like she’s on her way to the gallows. “That’s him, right?”

      “Yeah.” I frown at her as I take a sip of my milkshake. “They’re not dating.”

      Diana looks at my dad. “But didn’t she say—”

      “Diana, don’t meddle.”

      “But she’s—”

      “Diana!” Dad’s hand curls around his soda. Diana was the only one who decided it was close enough to midday to start drinking. “Is it too much to ask for one goddamn minute of peace?”

      Diana shrinks back into her seat, nursing her wine glass for the rest of our lunch. Harper doesn’t stay away for long—she slinks back a minute later and grabs a slice of pepperoni pizza and bites into it like she purposefully doesn’t want to be grilled.

      “He seems nice,” Diana grumbles into her wine glass. “If you weren’t grounded, I’d tell you to invite him over for dinner.”

      “Unbelievable,” Dad mutters, pushing away his plate. He turns and lifts his hand, snapping his fingers at our waitress where she stands near the bar. “One hour. That’s all I asked for.”

      “I’m sorry, Wayne, but—”

      “Enough, Diana.”

      At least my stepmother recognizes the warning in my father’s voice. In the sudden silence that follows, I take out my phone and check my messages. I felt it vibrate a little earlier but I don’t want to draw too much attention to the fact that I’m still communicating with the outside world.

      $10,000

      I stare at the message and bark out a laugh before I can stop myself.

      “What’s that?” Dad asks, his eyes darkening as he glances at the phone in my hand.

      “Oh, nothing.” I give him a smile. “Just a funny meme from Alex.”

      I see Harper turn to stare at me from the corner of my eye, but I don’t give her the satisfaction of acknowledging her existence.

      The message wasn’t from Alex. He has nothing I want anymore. Far as I’m concerned, he can take our friendship and shove it up his ass.

      I don’t need anyone. And if I want something…? Well, there are enough people just waiting to be used.
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      I get the message I’ve been waiting the whole fucking weekend for minutes after I step out of the cinema with Rosie. I have to admit, the movie wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be—except for the musical numbers. God, I hate musicals. The parts where the characters weren’t singing in unison though, those were pretty cool.

      Rosie’s still sipping on her Slurpee, although it’s probably just flavored water by now. “Hang on, squirt.” I pull gently on her hand, leading her into a quiet alcove beside an action movie poster so I can read the message.

      SENT

      My stomach coils in on itself as a smile crawls onto my mouth. God, finally! Rosie squeals when I snatch her off the ground and throw her onto my shoulders. “Home time!” Her delighted giggles follow us through the foyer of Cinderhart’s only movie theater as I race with her to my truck.

      Rosie must really love this movie. She blabbers about it the entire way home and throws a sulk when I tell her I have a ton of homework to do so I can’t sit and talk about it some more. I sprint up the stairs, halfway to my bedroom when Harper emerges from her room.

      We stare at each other in silence, my chest rising and falling from my stair climb. I almost can’t shove away the urge to pin her to the wall and rough her up. But I think about the message, about what’s waiting for me in my inbox, and I manage a wolfish grin instead.

      Harper’s eyes narrow. “How was the movie?”

      “Cut the bullshit.” I stick out an arm and push her out of the way—fucking gently, all things considered—and head for my room.

      “Jude—”

      She cuts off when I flip her off without looking back. I hear an angry mumble, and then I’m closing my door. Fuck, I wish Dad hadn’t taken my key. I’m going to have to be very circumspect. Last thing I need is someone sneaking up on me. I almost consider putting a sock on the door, but that would just draw the wrong type of attention.

      I fall down in my chair and click to open my emails. After hitting refresh a few times, the email finally comes through.

      “Yes,” I hiss under my breath.

      $10,000?

      Worth every fucking cent.

      I spend the rest of the night on my computer. I don’t even go down for dinner. It’ll take me a few days to starve, but I’m running out of time before those test results come back. I can’t change the fact that I had drugs in my system...but I can force Harper to confess and hopefully soften the inevitable blow.

      If Dad’s influence in this town can’t reinstate my scholarship, then I don’t know what the fucking point of being a Dearth is anyway.

      Just before midnight, I’m done.

      I sit drumming my fingers on the desk for a few minutes, considering my plan from every angle, looking for fault.

      Not sure why I bother though...it’s foolproof. So much so, I almost want to wake up Harper and give her one last chance to do the right thing. Because this...?

      God, this is going to hurt.
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      I tap my pen on the desk, my eyes glued to the clock. The vodka in my water bottle isn’t doing its job. I have a headache, no buzz, I haven’t been able to get Jude out of my head for more than a minute today.

      Every class I go to, every hallway I walk through, the ghost of him is there. Although we hardly ever ran into each other during school, I always felt his presence. Even now, when I know he’s at home, it’s like he’s just around the corner.

      I’m getting a stiff neck from constantly glancing over my shoulder to check if someone’s watching me. And the feeling is getting worse. Everyone in my English lit class keeps giving me weird looks.

      Paranoia. I doubt more than five people in this class know my name. But as the class drags on, there’s an itching between my shoulder blades. I hear a suppressed giggle behind me, and when I turn around the girl sitting behind me drops her eyes and starts doodling intently on the cover of her workbook.

      What the fuck?

      Lunch couldn’t have taken longer to roll around. I don’t bother eating—what’s left of my vodka will hit harder on an empty stomach—but I decide to get a soda and some M&Ms so I can stop fidgeting.

      “Harper?”

      I look up and smile weakly at Marissa. “Hey. What’s up?”

      She glances around, murmurs, “Meet me in the bathroom,” and then hurries away before I can answer.

      My skin starts crawling. I down the last of my soda, take a big gulp from my water bottle and weave through the crowds starting to pour into the cafeteria.

      “Slut.”

      I spin around, frowning. Did someone just...? No one is looking at me—as in making a point of not looking at me. I try my best to block out anything else I hear en-route to the bathroom, but I swear I hear more than one whispered whore, or slut before I push into the restroom.

      The last stall is closed. I go over and knock, and Marissa bleats out, “Harper?”

      “Yeah. Let me in.” I sound gruff, but I can’t help it. A guy I just passed in the hall asked for my number, and when I said “no” he sneered at me and called me a bitch. My heart is racing and my skin is crackling with pins and needles.

      As soon as she unlocks it, I rush inside and lean my back on the door. Marissa is sitting on the closed lid, her eyes wide as she chews nervously at her bottom lip.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I blurt out.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Me?”

      Marissa shakes her head, her eyes narrowing “Oh my God. Do you really think I’m going to buy this bullshit?”

      I hold up my hands when Marissa stands, and then grab her shoulders to urge her back down again. “I don’t know what’s going on. Why did you tell me to come here?”

      She lowers her chin, staring at me with incredulous eyes. “I’m not mad, Harper. I just...I wish you’d told me.”

      “Oh my God, told you what?” I’m screeching like a fucking barn owl, but I can’t help it. I’m so fucking frustrated, I feel like shaking her. And there’s no way that’s a normal reaction because Marissa is the kindest person I’ve met in my life. A bit prudish sometimes, but nice as fuck.

      She crosses her arms over her chest and studies me for a moment as if she’s trying to make up her mind about something. “You never told me you went to Sean’s party.”

      Sean...? What the fuck?

      My skin goes ice-cold. “How did you...who told you that?”

      But I already know. My first instinct is to blame Jude, but that makes zero sense. What does make sense is Alex running his mouth because he seems convinced I should tell someone what happened.

      “I...I don’t think we can be friends anymore,” Marissa says hollowly. She stands, but she does it slowly, so I don’t grab her again. I have a feeling she’d fight me this time.

      “Because I went to a fucking party without you? Oh my God, Marissa.”

      Her mouth tightens at my shrill words. But fuck, if she’s going to throw away our friendship because I don’t lock myself in my room and study every night like she does, then I don’t know what the fuck we were doing being friends in the first place.

      She sniffs and gives me a derisive once-over. “I heard the rumors, you know, but I thought you were better than that.”

      “Than what?” I yell.

      “Please move,” she says, dropping her eyes as red spots jump up on her cheeks. “I have to get to class.”

      I slam my hand on the door. “It’s lunchtime,” I growl. “If you don’t want to be near me, then just say it, you fucking pussy.”

      Shock drains the color from her face. “What is wrong with you?” she whispers.

      “Nothing, Marissa. I’m fucking perfect.” I grab the top of the door and rip it open, catching her on the shoulder. She yelps like I punched her, and I roll my eyes as she scrambles to get out of the stall. “Nice knowing you!” I yell after her as she runs out of the bathroom.

      I slam the stall closed and plant my ass on the toilet lid, glaring at the mess of graffiti scrawled on the back. “Bitch!” I’m fucking hyperventilating, I’m so pissed off.

      Good riddance to bad—

      I tilt my head and lean forward, my mouth falling open. I thought I was seeing things, but even after blinking a few times, it’s still there. In bright red sharpie.

      HARPY DERTH IS A WHORE
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      I couldn’t be happier when my Uber delivers me to Dearth Manor that afternoon. The driver must have noticed my smudged makeup, the way I kept saying, but he doesn’t say anything. Guess he sees a lot of girls my age going through shit. School is such a fucking bitch.

      Letting myself in as quietly as possible, I sneak up the stairs to my room. I just want to wash my face, change into my bulkiest, comfiest clothes, and sleep for a week. My last class of the day was with Marissa, and because she sits in the front of the class, I had no choice but to stare at the back of her head for like an hour.

      I stagger at the top of the stairs when I take a step that isn’t there, and giggle into my blazer’s sleeve at how stupid I am.

      “I see you’re drinking again.”

      The hair on my arm stands up straight at the sound of Jude’s voice so close to me. I spin around, knocking his chest by accident and plucking my hand away like it burns. This time of day we’re usually still at school. But since Jude isn’t at practice, I’m home earlier. Is Rosie here?

      It’s not just the thought that I’m alone with Jude that makes me run. It’s the dark smile on his face, the intense slit of his eyes, the way the muscles in his neck cord as if he’s getting ready to snatch me.

      I bounce off the wall, barely keeping my balance, and try to turn my bedroom door’s handle. Jude grabs the back of my neck and shoves me against the wood before I get it right.

      “Know what I did today, Harper?” he asks, leaning so close that every word paints my face with his warm breath.

      “Let go!” I push the words out through a grimace, desperate not to show him how much he’s hurting me.

      “Nothing. I did absolutely fucking nothing.” He bangs a fist into the wood beside my head, and my eyes squeeze closed on instinct. “And I hated every fucking second of it.”

      He pulls me away, hand still clamped tight. God, how I wish I hadn’t had so much vodka. I’m a complete fucking mess right now. Nothing calm or collected about me. But how the hell else was I supposed to get through the day?

      What I saw on the bathroom door wasn’t the last of it. When I was leaving Cinderhart High, heading for my Uber, I walked past a group of juniors. Usually, they wouldn’t dare say anything to a senior, but all three of the girls started panting, their tongues stuck out and their eyes crossed like lunatics.

      I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      Now this?

      I try to tear Jude’s fingers off my neck, but he’s got such a good grip it’s impossible especially since I’m still trembling from the shock of him coming up behind me, from the vodka, from fucking everything.

      Why do I even bother?

      I go limp and let him haul me down the stairs. Right then I don’t even care where we’re going. I just want it to end.

      He takes me to the kitchen and drags me in front of a cabinet. “Make us some popcorn,” he commands. When I don’t move, he slaps my ass so hard that I gasp. I can’t even turn my head to throw him a glare.

      I go through the motions—taking out a bag of popcorn, unfolding it, putting it in the microwave, waiting for it to pop. The whole time, Jude teases me with his free hand. Tucking a strand of hair behind my ear, grazing his knuckles down my cheek, caressing the curve of my ass.

      A few days ago, his touch would have sent me into a frenzy. But now I barely feel anything. It’s like I disassociated the moment he crushed me against my bedroom door.

      “Movie time!” he announces as soon as I’ve shaken the popcorn into a serving bowl. He grabs it from the counter, spilling kernels all over the floor as he swings it in a wide arc.

      Something’s wrong. He’s acting wild like he’s out of his fucking mind. And he’s taking me back to the place where he sodomized me...I’m guessing so he can do it again. Or maybe this time he’ll take my virginity. If I told him he’d be my first, would he reconsider? I doubt it. It would probably turn him on.

      The screening room is dark, and he doesn’t bother turning on the lights. He puts the popcorn down on the large daybed and sits, pulling me into his lap before I can escape. Slinging an arm around my waist, he keeps me pinned as he pushes a piece of popcorn against my lips.

      “Open,” he murmurs.

      But I don’t. Because fuck him.

      He chuckles darkly as he eats the popcorn. “Thought we could watch a skin flick, what do you say? I found a real gem...thought you’d appreciate it. It’s so you. I’ve jerked off about six times to it already.”

      I’m still wearing my school blazer, but he shoves the popcorn bowl aside and takes it off me, tossing it onto the nearest recliner. I expect him to keep undressing me, but all he does is graze his hands over my breasts before taking up the remote and pressing play.

      Cheesy porn music blares through the stereo system. I grab his wrist, trying to drag his arm away from my middle. He just holds me tighter and nuzzles his head into my neck.

      “Oh, you’re gonna want to see this, Sis. It’s really good.”

      “Just do it,” I mutter, punching his arm. “Do whatever the fuck you want to me so I can go to bed.”

      And never wake up.

      But he just laughs quietly against my skin and gives me a soft kiss. “Hush, princess. It’ll be over sooner than you think.” I don’t imagine the dark undertones to his words. We’ve been playing this game of cat and mouse for too long. Everything is part of it. The way he sips his coffee in the morning, the curl of his lips, the cologne he wears. That smell envelops me.

      Why is he all dressed up? I’d have expected him in sweats and a hoody, but he’s wearing freshly pressed jeans, a dark, long-sleeved shirt that highlights his muscular body. And cologne, freshly applied.

      This can’t all be for me, can it?

      He slides a hand up my skirt, and I whimper when he touches me through my underwear. On-screen, the porn music fades out and is replaced with loud, feminine panting. I’m reminded of the girls I walked past who stuck their tongues out at me. I still have no idea what that meant, but I’m guessing it’s a porn thing. I’ve seen one or two racy scenes in movies, but not proper porn. I never really needed it, and it wasn’t like my mom hid porn mags and stuff in her underwear drawer. The stuff she hid had nothing to do with sex.

      Jude pushes my thighs apart and starts stroking me, humming wordlessly against the side of my neck.

      Despite everything, his touch turns me on. I start tingling, the sensation sinking deep inside me. On-screen, the darkness is slowly starting to resolve into solid shapes. I make out a bed, nightstands. The lamps on them cast a reddish hue, but the color is mostly washed out like there’s a filter over it.

      Jude slips a finger behind my underwear and lets out a low, pleased rumble. That’s when I smell the liquor on his breath. Brandy, whiskey, I don’t know. Fear prickles over my skin, and I try to pull away from him again.

      “Ssh,” he whispers. “Just let it happen, Harper. Just let it happen.”

      My eyes brim, but I blink furiously until the tears clear away. He’s teasingly gentle, barely a knuckle deep inside me, toying with me as if he knows I’m still trying to get into this. So why fight? Why? If I can forget who he is, who I am, then I can enjoy this. It’s what I deserve, isn’t it?

      Harpy Dearth, the whore.

      That’s who I am, right?

      So I force my eyes up and stare at the movie Jude put on for us, and I try to ignore what he’s doing to me. The vodka makes it easier than it should be, as does the way my body responds so eagerly to his touch. I’m wet, tingling, my core aching for something thicker, harder, more intense. He uses his thumb to brush feather-light touches against my clit, and my resolve melts like a marshmallow in a mug of hot chocolate.

      I spread my legs and lean back against him, my eyes fluttering closed so I can lose myself in his touch.

      “Eyes open, Harper.”

      My lids feel too heavy, but I find myself obeying him. I guess just in case he decides to stop being gentle. That I won’t be able to handle. That I might struggle against. But he’s a fucking snake, this stepbrother of mine because he eases me into his touch one soft stroke at a time until I’m whimpering and squirming on his lap, silently begging for more.

      On-screen, three figures slowly emerge from the gloom. The whole time it’s been just a blur of red and black, a woman panting and the sound of a man’s heavy breathing, the occasional moan or groan. I was starting to wonder what the hell could possibly feel so good...but then Jude uses a third finger to circle my hole.

      I buck my hips so he has even more access to me, my knees unabashedly wide.

      He groans, and for a moment sounds exactly like the actor in the movie. I shudder, reach down, and force his finger deeper inside me.

      “Christ,” he growls. “You’re such a dirty little slut.”

      His words wash over me in a tantalizing wave. I throw my head back as I laugh, and rest it on his shoulder. “Harpy Dearth is a whore,” I whisper.

      “What’s that?”

      “Stop talking, you’re ruining it.” I grab his wrist and force him to finger me properly, groaning as I add, “And fuck me harder.”

      He pulls away from me with an angry growl. His hand—still damp from being inside me—claps around the front of my throat, his other squeezing painfully at my tit. “Don’t think for one fucking second you’re the one pulling the strings,” he warns. “We were having a good time...why don’t you just get over yourself and enjoy it?”

      I’m about to tell him to go fuck himself again, perhaps with some tips on what he can shove up his asshole, when the girl on the video says, “Oh God, yeah, fuck me in the ass!”

      Jude laughs roughly and rips my underwear down my legs. I start to struggle, but then the dark filter over the movie recedes, baring the three people in the shot. At this angle, I see two guys on the bed, the girl on her back between them. But why are the guy’s faces blurred?

      The camera moves, exposing the girl’s bared nipple, her writhing body, the hands touching her all over. And, a second later, her face.

      A jolt of shock goes through me.

      Jude shoves his fingers deeper and nips at my ear. “You look tasty, Harper. You’d do good in porn, you know that? This tight little pussy of yours, that sweet voice.”

      It’s so obviously not my fucking voice. It’s too high-pitched, too sweet. But on that screen? The girl pinned down on the bed by those two blurred-out boys?

      That’s me.
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      God, this is just how I pictured it. Although I thought Harper would be struggling more. That I would have to have her pinned down, eyes peeled open as I force her to watch her own amateur porn video. I wasn’t lying earlier—I had to take at least six breaks while I was splicing this thing together on my video editing program so I could jerk off.

      I don’t know how the guys who make porn videos handle it. Maybe they have a dedicated room where they can take the pressure off before going back to work.

      Harper jerks on my lap, then again. At first I think she’s trying to escape, but then I hear her sobs.

      “What’s the matter, princess?” I murmur, taking my fingers out of her so I can trail my hand down her breast. “Don’t like the camera angle?”

      I paid $10,000 for this short clip. Spent hours turning it into a work of art. Blurring out the guy’s faces, adding filters and a new soundtrack. I couldn’t very well leave in the original. In that one, Harper’s begging them to stop and that wouldn’t play into the persona I’ve created of Harper the Whore.

      “Two guys at once? Harper, you bad, bad girl,” I murmur.

      She shakes again and leans forward, an awful, breathless sound dragging out of her throat. I stroke her hair, urging her back against me. “Ssh,” I whisper. “It’s over now. It’s done.”

      “Wh-Wh-Wh—”

      “You seem surprised. Did no one at school tell you about this?” I lift my hips, crushing my rock-hard dick against her ass and wishing there wasn’t all this clothing in the way. I nearly take my dick out, but she’d fight me tooth and nail if I tried to touch her again—and I’m enjoying myself too much to get punched in the cock.

      Another sob, this one as dreadful as the last. I hate the way it sounds, how pathetic she is right now. I shove her off my lap and stand over her as she lies in a crumpled heap on the carpet.

      “Sounds like you were really enjoying it,” I tell her, cocking my head. “I’m sure one of the jocks will ask you out after they see this. They can’t get enough of sluts like you.”

      She drags her head into her arms and lets out a wail that, despite being muffled, does something nasty to my insides. I step back, sneering. I desperately want to keep spouting insults at her, rubbing salt into the deep, deep wound I’ve given her...but I’m suddenly sick to my stomach.

      Must be the glass of Cognac I had to celebrate. But it’s made me woozy, and, apparently, nauseous.

      I crouch beside her, grab a fistful of her dark, silky hair, and wrench her head up. “It’s over, Harper.” I touch the side of her mouth as it contorts, slip my thumb inside. She moves her head away, tries to spit me out.

      “We’re even now.”
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      As soon as I hear Mom’s car leave, I scramble out of bed and grab my backpack. I catch sight of my reflection in the dresser’s mirror and falter. There are dark rings under my eyes, and the messy bun I’ve pulled my hair into is already fraying. I’m dressed in my school clothes, but they look as if they don’t fit me right anymore, which is fucked up because they fit me just fine yesterday.

      Fuck, I’d have thought something would have changed in the months I’ve been here, but if anything I look younger, more vulnerable, than when I arrived.

      Thanks, Jude.

      I pause at my door, listening intently before easing it open. Outside in the hall, the house is silent. I make it a yard before Rosie’s door opens. She comes out mumbling to herself, her head bobbing. I freeze, holding my breath like it could somehow make me invisible.

      Don’t look, don’t look, don’t—

      Rosie fiddles with the multi-colored belt keeping her jeans up, only looking up when she gets close to the stairs. She stands on the top and then does this weird hop down the first few steps before taking them normally.

      I only start breathing again when she’s on the ground floor. I only start moving when I hear the front door open. I head for the kitchen, glancing up the stairs to make sure Jude hasn’t come out of his room. I heard music thumping in there last night before dinner. I told Mom I had period pain and just wanted to chill in bed with a hot water bottle. She brought me painkillers and a mug of hot chocolate, which made me sob into my pillow for a good few minutes before I could control myself.

      I’m all cried out now. Ready.

      In the kitchen, I make myself three sandwiches and shove them along with some apples into my backpack. I’m starving after last night, but this should see me through. If I could eat right now, I would, but I have to get a move on. I don’t want to run into Jude.

      Outside, the day is crisp and bright. I inhale a breath charged with early morning energy, feeling a million times better just being out of the house. But I only get as far as the gate before I turn back. I hate myself every second of the way back to the front door, but I don’t have the willpower to fight this right now.

      Maybe ever.

      The French doors leading to the patio open silently. My school shoes clop over the paving stones to the pool house. I turn the handle, but the door doesn’t open.

      I stare for a moment and then rattle at the handle again.

      Locked.

      “What the fuck?” I cup my hands and peer through the glass, immediately spotting the rows of liquor behind the bar. I glance around, hesitate, and then drop my backpack to the ground. A moment later my blazer is off and wrapped around my elbow.

      The windowpane beside the latch shatters on my third attempt. I shake the loose glass from my blazer and reach carefully around to unlock the door. I stash a bottle of whiskey and a bottle of Bailey’s in my backpack and take a second to adjust the weight on my back.

      Then I’m off.
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      I watch Harper from my bedroom window, and I swear I can hear several bottles clinking together in her backpack.

      Never thought she had it in her to break a fucking window. I like this new Harper. Fierce, determined. It makes it easier to forget the pathetic, broken Harper I’d abandoned in the screening room yesterday afternoon.

      I’ve vowed never to drink again. I got so violently ill yesterday, I swear I started throwing up my stomach lining. Christ knows how Harper does it day after day. But I guess when there’s that much shit you need to blackout, alcohol is a better option than hard drugs.

      Dinner was stiff and awkward last night. It would have been worse with her there so I’m fucking glad she kept to her room. Diana said she was having “lady problems” but I know for a fact she wasn’t on her period. No. Harper was having a different kind of “lady problem”.

      I still can’t believe it went off without a hitch.

      With Sean and Eric’s faces blurred, Daniel had no issue forwarding the edited video to his entire address book. I guess the ten thousand dollars I wired him helped ease his mind.

      Weirdly, though, besides the message from Daniel telling me it was done, I haven’t heard from anyone at school. Not even Alex. If there was a moment I thought our friendship was salvageable, it’s passed. If he’d been any kind of a friend, he’d have called me to tell me about the leaked video. He must have realized it was edited when he saw it. But for some reason, he doesn’t seem in the least inclined to safeguard her reputation.

      Huh. I guess we still have something in common…because neither do I.
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      Diana calls just after eleven. I don’t know it’s her until I answer, and then I wish I’d had her number saved just so I could screen this call.

      “Jude? Jude, honey, it’s Diana.”

      “Yeah.” I roll my eyes and rub my lids. I’d just managed to stop thinking about Harper for all of one minute, and then her mother calls. Great. “What’s up?”

      “Is Harper at home?”

      My chest tightens. “No, why?”

      “She went to school this morning?”

      “I guess.”

      “You didn’t see her leave?”

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to be stalking her.”

      If Diana thinks anything about my tone, she doesn’t mention it. “Jude, honey, could you please check if she’s in her room? The school just called and said she hasn’t been to any of her classes today.”

      Christ, woman. I sigh into the phone, already heading for her room. I would have known if she’d come back. She’s probably halfway to whatever her version of my lake house is. California, maybe? She’s the type to enjoy living by the ocean.

      “She’s not here,” I tell Diana as soon as I push open Harper’s bedroom door. “And I heard her leave this morning, so...”

      “Damn,” Diana breathes into the phone. “Do you know where she could be? Maybe that friend of hers, Miranda or something?”

      Way to go, Diana. “Marissa,” I correct bluntly. “And no, Marissa’s not the kind to ditch.”

      “So you have no idea where she is? Who she might be with?”

      Oh yeah, I just remembered. She has a date with Mr. Bailey. They’re gonna have themselves a real good time.

      “You try calling her?”

      “Her phone’s off.” Diana’s voice wobbles like she’s about to start crying.

      Eager to end the call, I say, “If I hear something I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks, honey.” Diana hangs up and I shove my phone in my pocket.

      Harper’s room feels emptier than it should. I rake my eyes over the place, trying to figure out if she took something sentimental with her, something that would leave a void. But I don’t remember ever seeing a framed photograph or an ornament or a plushie anywhere. I go to her dresser drawer and open it. There’s a stick of mascara in there, but the lid is loose and there are bits of crumbling black shit caked around the seam.

      All her clothes still seem to be in the closet. At least, I can’t spot any obvious gaps where she took something out. All she left with was a backpack, so maybe she just went to go chill somewhere.

      Or maybe she was going to school, and she never made it.

      So fucking what? I push away the thought and the weirdly intense dread that came with it.

      I couldn’t give less fucks where she’s gone too, but for some reason, I end up searching her room again anyway.

      She hid her phone under her mattress.

      I stare at it for a long time, wracking my mind to figure out why she’d leave it. Maybe she kept getting lewd calls or dick pics. I wouldn’t put it past the guys in Cinderhart High.

      Christ, why am I suddenly starting to regret this? I guess because my plan never included Harper running away like—

      the little mouse she is.

      Yeah, fuck. I should have seen this coming. 
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      My dad comes home early that night, and he pulls up a second before Diana does. I’d just finished watching the entire Moana movie with Rosie. Not like I had anything better to do—I’ve already spent three hours in the gym today. We’re in the kitchen getting a late afternoon snack when Dad barges through the front door.

      “Is she back?”

      I blink at him and slowly put down the butter knife I’d been using to make Rosie’s PB and J. “Hi Dad. Nice to see you—”

      “Seriously, Jude?” His face is a storm. “Just answer the damn question.”

      “She’s not here. Hasn’t been all day.”

      “Christ.” Dad rakes fingers through his hair as he spins to face the doorway. Diana comes through, her normally glossy platinum blond hair pulled into an untidy ponytail that somehow makes her look older.

      She stares at me, but it’s like she sees through me. “Have you seen—”

      “No, he hasn’t,” Dad cuts in before she can finish. “I’m calling the station.”

      “You’re getting the sheriff involved?” I blurt out, crossing my arms. I don’t know if it’s the mirth in my voice or the incredulous expression on my face, but Dad looks like he wants to punch me. “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet.”

      “Do you think this is a joke?” Dad asks. “Your sister is missing, Jude. The sooner—”

      “But they won’t even do anything until—”

      “I don’t give a shit!” Dad’s voice booms off the kitchen walls.

      I let my arms drop, step back. I’ve never seen him like this. He looks...

      Terrified.

      What the fuck is this? Just because she missed roll call and didn’t go to any of her classes doesn’t mean she’s not at school. She’s not fucking missing—she’s probably in some hidey-hole at school, drunk out of her mind.

      I just wish she had her phone on her so they could track it and find her.

      “She’ll turn up,” I say, slapping Rosie’s sandwich closed and cutting it into quarters. She’s silent on her stool, her eyes so big it looks like they’re going to pop out of her face. She always does this in a crisis. I guess it’s her way of coping. When I slide her plate in front of her, she doesn’t even seem to register that it’s there.

      But Dad already has his phone out, and I’m pretty sure it’s the sheriff’s office he’s dialing. Diana is moving through the open-plan ground floor of our house like she’s hunting for clues.

      “I’m going to my room,” I mutter, grabbing an apple from the bowl on the way. “Let me know when she shows up.”

      I’m not even halfway up the stairs when I hear Diana yell, “Wayne! Wayne!”

      Christ, took them long enough.

      I trot back downstairs and out into the pool area. Diana has her hands pressed to her chest, staring down at the glittering shards of glass from the broken pool house window. Wayne puts his hands on his hips, turning to me with a grim look on his face.

      “What...” I trail off and try to act surprised when I see the glass. “That wasn’t there yesterday.”

      “You didn’t see what happened?” my dad asks.

      “I’ve been in my room the whole day.”

      “Rosie didn’t go for a swim today?”

      No. I made a point of that.

      “We were watching a movie.” I don’t have to pretend that he’s pissing me off. “Why the hell are you interrogating me? I didn’t run away!”

      “You think she ran away?” Diana snorts. “Why would she do that? It doesn’t make—”

      “Enough, Diana.” Dad’s eyes cut through me. “Let’s not jump to conclusions.”

      As if that’s not exactly what they’ve been doing this whole time. “It must have been Harper.”

      “What?” Diana says. “That makes no sense! Why would she—”

      I walk past them and push open the door. Then I wave a hand toward the bar. “When last did you do inventory? Because I’m pretty sure there’ll be less than you remember.”

      Wayne and Diana stare at me like I’ve grown horns. Just shows how little attention they’ve been paying. I’ve had them for a while, ever since Harper moved in.

      “You didn’t know she was alcoholic?” I cross my arms and shake my head. “Huh. Guess you guys were too busy with other things.”

      Dad looks like he’s about to throttle me—or have a heart attack. I’m not quite sure. “Why is this the first time I’m hearing about it?” he growls.

      “You believe him?” Diana says, grabbing my dad’s sleeve and trying to turn him to face me.

      He shrugs her off without looking. “How long has this been going on?”

      “Ever since she moved in.” I cut my eyes to Diana. “You can’t tell me you didn’t know.”

      “Don’t you dare speak to me like that!” Diana steps forward, but Dad grabs her shoulders and pulls her back before she can enter the pool house.

      “Go upstairs,” he says. “I’ll handle this.”

      Diana points a shaking finger at me. “But he’s—”

      “Diana.”

      My stepmother’s arm drops, and her throat moves as she forces a hard swallow. “Your son is out of control.”

      Dad says nothing as she leaves. Says nothing as he steps into the pool house and regards the bottles of booze behind the bar. I doubt he even has any idea how many there are supposed to be...but the gaps where a bottle of Jim Beam and Baileys were are blatantly obvious.

      Then he turns and heads outside.

      I wait a beat, and then follow, frowning. “Dad?”

      His silence is freaking me out. I break into a trot to catch up to him and follow right behind as he heads to the front door. There’s a keyholder against the wall where we all hang our car keys. He takes the Range Rover’s keys off their hook and puts them in his pocket. I’m still opening my mouth to protest when he turns and holds out his hand. “Phone.”

      My stomach sinks straight into hell. “What? Why?”

      “Because I’m your goddamn father, and I said so.”

      A part of me still wants to protest, but that’s the dipshit part of me that’s going to get me belted. Trembling with frustration, I dig in my pocket and hand over my phone.

      Dad puts it in his suit pocket. “Is there anything else you’re not telling me?”

      I stare right back, not batting an eyelash.

      “Anything, son.”

      I shrug. “Bailey’s was her favorite.”

      I expect him to slap me. That’s his MO. But it’s as if those words deplete his energy reserves. His shoulders sag, and the furious glint in his eyes fades.

      He ducks his head and runs his knuckles over his mouth. “Go to your room.”

      “With pleasure.”
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      I’m half an hour into an NFL highlights show when my internet dies. I don’t even bother trying to restart my PC’s Wi-Fi because I already know what’s happened. Dad’s cut me off.

      I groan and go lie in bed to take a nap, but the day’s events keep playing through my mind.

      I try jerking off, but it feels like I’ll go into muscle failure before I come, so I abandon that idea. Instead, I take Harper’s phone out of its hiding place in my closet and turn it on. I remember her pin from when I made her delete Sean’s number—and she hasn’t bothered to change it.

      I go through her messages, looking for a clue as to where she might be. Her last message came from Alex.

      U OK?

      Of course he’d pretend to be worried about her. It’s obvious he wants to get in her pants. I almost send him a reply, but I’d rather wait to find out where Harper really is before getting involved. I don’t want some nasty message I send to be traced back to me.

      Then I see all the messages from Talia. The last one sends a cold wave through my body.

      WHERE R U? U SAID I’D GET MY MONEY 2DAY.

      Does that mean Harper’s not at school? This message was sent about an hour before Alex’s. I read the rest of the messages, my muscles growing tenser with each one. So Talia sold Harper the drugs that might end my football career. I’m in half a mind to hunt the bitch down and make her pay.

      Oh, right. I’m grounded. Dad took away my car. If I wanted to do that I’d not only have to sneak out of the house without them finding out, I’d have to get a lift, too. I’m pretty sure Dad’s tracking my credit card, so he’d see something come up for an Uber. Suddenly wish I had more cash to my name.

      Fuck, Sis, how do you do it? Every time I think I’ve fucked you over, you turn it back on me.

      My grudging respect for her is starting to fester into something approaching admiration.

      A worthy opponent indeed. I kinda wish she hadn’t run away right when this was becoming so fun.
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      The sun is starting to set and Harper isn’t home yet. That should be the end of it, except...

      I can’t stop thinking about her. Now that the seed has been planted, I’m convinced she’s in danger. I can’t for the life of me think why. Crime in Cinderhart is a bit of a touchy subject. Everyone knows it happens, but the town as a whole prefers to sweep these things under the rug.

      I doubt a girl like Harper could get herself into trouble if she was busy wandering through the town square. Except if she happened to end up in the warehouse district, especially in those blind alleys where the people too poor to even live in Jackleg Valley wash up, then she might not make it back home. But Harper isn’t an idiot. She should know how to keep herself safe—

      Like she did at Sean’s party?

      Christ. What am I thinking? Of course she can’t look after herself. Not if she’s been drinking. Not if she’s pissed off and depressed and just looking for something—anything—to get her out of her own headspace.

      I open my bedroom door and listen. Dad is busy arguing with someone on his phone in the kitchen. I’m pretty sure it’s the sheriff. No surprise. I knew they’d only consider Harper a missing person in a day or two.

      But by then she could be dead...or worse.

      There’s no way I can sneak past him without being seen. And he still has my Range Rover’s keys in his fucking pocket. If I want to go look for her, I need transport.

      I close my bedroom door again, pocket Harper’s phone, and go to my window. When I open it, a gust of brisk air slams into my face. I peer down and study the paving beneath me. Far beneath me. Christ. I climbed out this window before, but those were in my rebellious days, before I realized football and college were more important than getting drunk or being laid. Back then I obviously didn’t care about injuring myself.

      Gritting my teeth, I turn and lower myself out the window. I wedge my sneaker into a gap between the bricks and carefully start climbing down. I drop soundlessly to the patio and stay hidden in the shrubs as I catch my breath. Dad is still hollering at someone on the phone, so I’m hoping he doesn’t decide to look up as I race over the patio and disappear behind the garage.

      I wait a few seconds to find out if he’s spotted me, but his harangue continues without a pause. Safe for now. I hurry around the building and stop in front of the motorized door. Thank God I have Harper’s phone. She has the same app I do, the one we can use to control things like the front gate, the garage door, and some of the lights inside the house. I unlock her phone and use the app to open the garage door.

      From this side of the house, it’s impossible to see into the kitchen. I don’t know if Dad’s still there or not. But it helps me a shit load because when I take the spare key for his ‘68 Impala out of its hiding place and freewheel the car out of the sloping drive, there’s no way he can spot me.

      I head for Cinderhart Square. It’s the only place Harper really knows except for our school, so it’s the best place I can think to start looking for her.

      Until I stop at an intersection close to the center of town and notice the bus stop.
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      Scarstone Lake is many things, but pretty it isn’t. It’s majestic, for sure. Maybe even haunting. But it’s not the kind of lake you splash around in on a summer’s day with your friends. Spanning in all directions as far as the eye can see. Spanning as far as the eye can see, I’m sure it would have looked like an ocean if the opposite bank wasn’t framed by the Littlerock mountain range.

      The dark rocks lining the lake turn its waters black and gives a surreal cast to the reflection of the snowy mountains in the distance. Then there’s the smell. Not exactly swampy, but definitely not freshwater. It’s like parts of the lake are stagnant, and that rot is slowly spreading to the rest.

      Maybe it’s just the mood I’m in. Fuck, it’s probably because I’m well past buzzed and heading swiftly for stinking drunk.

      I regard the two bottles perched beside me on the flat rock that juts out over the bank. There are quite a few of these big, flat rocks, and the ones I passed all have long, shallow gouges in their surfaces. It’s like some ancient monster clawed its way out of the depths of the black lake and its claws left those scars in the stones as it hauled itself out. I’m pretty sure that’s how the lake got its name.

      Wow, I really need to sober up if I’m imagining the Loch Ness monster in a place as charmingly dull as Cinderhart.

      I tip the whiskey against my lips and don’t even wince as the alcohol burns its way down my throat. In fact, I hardly feel it.

      I hardly feel anything anymore.

      Is Mom worried about me? Ha. They’re so busy at work, I doubt they even know I’m gone yet.

      And Jude?

      I snort-giggle and take another swig from the whiskey. I’ve been favoring the Bailey’s most of the afternoon, and I don’t want to finish it just yet. I’m so drunk that this horrible Jim Bean stuff doesn’t taste that bad. In fact, it tastes like—

      Jude’s mouth would have if he’d have kissed me in the screening room yesterday.

      I laugh again, louder this time. It’s not like anyone can hear me. I caught the bus here—there’s one that heads down Bug Ash Road twice a day according to the schedule at the bus stop. I think it’s mainly to cater for students at Cinderhart Academy coming and going from town, but it also goes past a bunch of lookout points and picnic spots along Scarstone Lake. If I’m not mistaken, the spires nestled in the forest on the opposite bank might be Cinderhart Academy’s main school building.

      It looks so romantic, hidden away like that. Like a secret world. No wonder everyone at Cinderhart High is dying to get in there. From what Marissa told me, the tuition is ridiculously expensive, and the scholarships are almost impossible to get.

      Jude got one.

      I heard rumors yesterday, and Eliza confirmed it when we passed each other in the hall. I was surprised she was being civil with me. Not even civil—she was downright pleasant. Which is weird, because I thought she’d shun me or something when I couldn’t get her a seat on the Festival of Ashes committee. She also told me that Talia was looking for me, but I wasn’t in a mood to deal with money transfers right then because, by that time, people had already started staring and whispering.

      Which makes me wonder…Had she seen the video already? Was that why Eliza was being so nice?

      Bitch.

      I give another rueful laugh and take a sip of Bailey’s next.

      As I turn to put down the bottle, four guys slink out of the shadows beneath a nearby birch tree.

      My heart gives a solid thump inside my chest. How long were they standing there for? Did they hear me cackling like a lunatic? I changed out of my school clothes at the bus stop—didn’t want any nosy bystanders contacting the school to say one of their pupils was ditching. I’m wearing the clothes I arrived at Cinderhart in—a faded hoody, torn jeans, and five-year-old sneakers with a small hole in the front right toe. I probably look like a fucking hobo.

      “Hey,” one of the guys calls out. He has dark hair and light-colored eyes but they stop too far away for me to make out much more. At first I think they’re from my high school but their blazers have a different cut and the silver trim seems to sparkle a lot more. Two of them aren’t wearing their blazers, but they have the same dress shirts and black slacks.

      What is a bunch of academy students doing out here in the middle of the day? It must be at least a three-hour walk back to Cinderhart Academy.

      I don’t say anything, willing them to go away and leave me alone. The guy who spoke comes closer, while the rest hang back, talking quietly amongst themselves. Too quietly for me to hear. Too quietly for it not to be suspicious.

      “You new in town?” he asks. He stops a few yards away, standing with his hands in his pockets. He’s tall, clean-shaven.

      I don’t want to talk to them. I don’t want to talk to anyone. That’s why I left my phone at home. I just need space to process all the shit that’s happened in the past few days. There’s so much I need to come to terms with, I don’t even know where to start.

      “Not to be rude, but I just want to be alone.”

      The guy makes a point of looking at the bottles of alcohol next to me. “I can see that.” He glances around and then comes a little closer. “But I’d suggest you go do that somewhere else. The sheriff sometimes sends patrols out here. They’ll arrest you for underage drinking.”

      I almost bark out “who died and made you king?” but I think better of it. It’s as good a cue as any for me to get the fuck out of here, which I suddenly desperately want to do. It’s not this guy who’s freaking me out, it’s the other three. I don’t like how they’re conspiring out of earshot over there.

      And from the looks they keep sending my way, it’s definitely me they’re discussing.

      “Thanks. I’ll do that.” I grab the bottles and shove them into my backpack before rushing to my feet. Which is when I realize that I should have waited for the guys to leave before attempting to get up, because I had no idea how drunk I was until right now.

      The black lake, the blue sky, the white-and-brown trees—they all blur around me as I stagger and try to find my balance.

      “One too many, huh?” the dark-haired guy says with a laugh. He comes closer, holding out his hands like he wants to catch or grab me if I happen to fall his way.

      “I’m fine,” I mutter through gritted teeth as I wheel my arms down to the ground and crouch.

      “Let me help you down.”

      “I’m good,” I tell him, standing and carefully backing up when he comes closer. And then, because he starts climbing up the rock anyway, I add, “You should go. My boyfriend isn’t going to like me talking to other guys.”

      “Your boyfriend, huh?” The guy grins at me like a fucking shark. He’s hot, in a roguish way, but I don’t like his smile one bit. “If you ask me, he shouldn’t let his girlfriend drink alone in such a dangerous place.”

      The only thing dangerous around here are these guys.

      Shit, what am I going to do? Suddenly, leaving my phone at home doesn’t seem like such a great idea anymore. Neither does coming out here by myself.

      I turn and scramble down the rock as fast as I can. I turn tail and run, desperately trying to keep my footing on the smooth surface. Thankfully, the gouges in the surface help when my sneakers start slipping. I jump onto the ground and bolt away, going so fast I lose control of my legs a few yards later and end up on my hands and knees. The bottles in my backpack clank together so hard I’ll be shocked if they didn’t break.

      I spin around, my heart hammering in my chest. The CA guys watch my frantic escape with expressionless faces. But they don’t come after me.

      As soon as I get my legs under me, I’m gone.
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      The bus stop is deserted. According to the schedule, I have three hours to wait for the next one to arrive, and this isn’t exactly the best place to hide.

      I lost sight of the guys from the lake a few minutes ago when the path leading up to the main road took me behind a grove of oak trees planted near the verge. There are two trucks and a sedan parked in the nearby lot. The one truck has so much dust on it I doubt it’s been moved in weeks. But one—or both—of the other vehicles could belong to those four guys from Cinderhart Academy.

      What I need is someplace to lay low until the next bus arrives, or someone driving past I can hitch a ride from. I’d never have considered hitching a ride in the last town I lived in, but I doubt Cinderhart has a bunch of serial killers roaming the street.

      I slip my backpack’s straps back onto my shoulders and, after a brief pause, head for the ablution block on the other side of the parking lot. It’s a small building, and there aren’t any locks on the doors so it seems pointless to try and hide inside, but at least I’ll be out of sight from anyone coming up the road from the lake.

      Just in case those cars do belong to the CA boys, and just in case they decide to come up here, I don’t want them to see me.

      But as I slip around the concrete wall of the public restroom, two guys come walking across the road toward me. At first I don’t think they’re part of the group that I met down at the lake…until I recognize the one with the rolled-up sleeves.

      Even in my drunken state, I realize that the fact that they’ve split up, that two of them walked past the bus stop, crossed the road, and then doubled back means I’m in huge shit.

      I spin around, heading for the entrance of the restroom, hoping I can somehow barricade myself inside one of the stalls.

      But instead I walk into the guy who’d been coming up behind me.

      “There you are,” he says. It’s the same guy who spoke to me down by the lake. Dark hair, light green eyes. His smile is downright sinister. “We were worried about you.”

      I turn to sprint away, but he catches hold of my backpack and drags me back. I struggle out of the straps as he growls and grabs hold of my hoody, but I manage to tear away from him before he can get a proper grip.

      Then I’m running.

      I narrowly avoid one of the pair up ahead snatching me when he appears out of nowhere from around the restroom’s wall. I struggle desperately to keep my feet on the slope heading toward the lake as I skid down it to escape. But I’m too drunk, too scared, too fucking useless. I trip, breathless screams ripped from me as I tumble down the embankment.

      When I hit the bottom, I roll onto my side, spitting out grass and choking on the dust puffing up from the dirt road.

      I don’t feel pain. That will only come once the booze has worn off. But I feel heavy and clumsy when I try to push myself up.

      Someone grabs my hoody and hauls me off the ground. Two guys appear in front of me, then a third. They’re all wearing those same evil smiles.

      “Why do you keep running away?” a guy with light-brown hair asks. Two, maybe three years older than me. He runs a hand through his hair and shares a meaningful look with his friends. “I think we should tie her down.”

      “For her own good,” one of them pipes up.

      “Don’t want her hurting herself,” says another.

      “It’s obvious she’s had too much to drink.”

      “We’d be doing her a favor.”

      “We’d be doing the community a favor.”

      They reason it out between them in lightning-fast quips while the guy behind me throws an arm around my throat. I don’t even manage a scream before he starts choking me out. I scratch and claw at his arm, but I can’t hurt him through his blazer.

      Darkness bleeds into the edge of my vision as one of the guys slides a slim backpack off his shoulder. He drops it to the floor and rummages inside. I’m not in the least surprised when he brings out a neatly looped rope.

      When he comes closer, I use the grip around my throat as leverage so I can aim a few kicks at fucking groin. He lets out a low chuckle. “Easy there, tiger. We’re helping you, remember?”

      “Fuck off!” I manage, but the words are too strained to have an impact.

      The guy holding me leans close. “You’re being a real ungrateful little bitch.” He applies more pressure, and suddenly I can barely lift my legs. The guy with the rope comes closer.

      No, please. This can’t be happening. I swear I’ll never drink again. I swear I’ll—

      I feel myself start to drift. To let go. It’s easier than fighting. Easier than trying to stop this.

      Isn’t it always?

      A black Impala comes out of nowhere and slams into the two guys furthest from me.

      “The fuck?” the guy holding me yells.

      Air and life and light flood back into me as he shoves me away from him. I tumble to the ground, vaguely aware that the Impala is kicking up a cloud of dust as the driver slams on the brakes and throws it into a spin.

      There’s a yell, the sound of a car’s engine revving, and then shoes hitting the ground as the CA gang runs away.

      Then silence.

      I push onto my hands and knees, lifting my throbbing head and locking onto the black car. The engine rumbles for a minute before shutting off.

      The car door opens, and a dark head emerges.

      The moment I recognize Jude, my heart comes apart. He walks over to me, grabs me under the arms, and lifts me like a kid.

      “Are you okay?”

      I manage a nod, my throat and chest too tight for words. He slings an arm around my waist and leads me to the black car’s passenger-side door. As I’m falling into the seat, I turn and try to get out again. “My bag,” I mumble when he pushes me down with a hand on my shoulder.

      He goes back and fetches my backpack, tossing it in the back seat as he gets into the driver’s side.

      My head lolls against the seat before I can control it. I’ve never felt this exhausted in my life. I try to keep my eyes open, but I can’t.

      It’s relief, too, I guess. Because while I hate Jude and everything he’s done to torment me, there are worse things in the world. Worse people. People like Sean. Like those four guys who were about to tie me up.

      God knows what they were going to do after that.

      Jude is malicious and spiteful and downright hateful…but he’s not evil.

      At least, not in my experience.

      “Did they…” Jude cuts off, clears his throat. A dark look crosses his face. “Did they touch you?”

      I shake my head, my eyes drifting closed. “You saved me,” I murmur, and then roll my head to look at him.

      His black eyes are intent, his head dipped forward a little as if he’d been trying to look into my eyes before I turned. He studies my face, my throat, my clothes.

      “You should sleep. It’s a long drive back.” He puts the car into drive and pulls away.
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      I wake up in the back seat of a car. Memories reluctantly flow back into my mind as I push onto my elbows. “How long was I out for?”

      But the car is empty. My stomach twists with panic, then nausea. I barely get the back door open in time before I spew a week’s worth of stomach contents onto the road.

      “Glad I didn’t park closer,” Jude says. The front door opens, the Impala creaking a little as he sits. “Make sure you get it all out. I already have to foot the panel beating bill, I don’t want to have to get the car detailed too.”

      I manage a strained, “Fuck you,” but that only makes Jude bark out a bitter laugh.

      “Yeah, I’m not regretting this at all,” he mutters to himself. “Should have watched to see what they’d do to you.”

      At the mention of the guys by the lake, I retch another few times just for the hell of it. When I finally drag myself back into the car, Jude hands me a napkin and a cup of coffee. “Thank you.”

      “For the coffee, or for saving your sorry ass?” He looks at me in the rearview mirror and then looks away. “You’re welcome.”

      I finally get a chance to take in our surroundings while I sip my coffee. We’re parked way in the back of the Coal Pit Diner’s lot. It’s dark outside—a glance at the Impala’s console shows it’s nine o’clock.

      From my aching head, I’m guessing I was out for a good three or four hours. I take another sip of coffee and then drag my backpack closer so I can get my aspirin bottle out.

      Idiot that I am, it’s only after a piece of glass slices open my hand that I remember I broke the bottles inside. Which also explains why my lap is wet. I hiss, whipping my hand free and staring aghast at the white flesh peeking through my sliced open skin.

      “What now?” Jude turns in his seat and does a double-take when he sees the blood gushing from my cut. “Shit, Harper, what the fuck did you do?”

      He grabs my backpack from me and shoves his hand inside. I yell out, “Careful!” just in time. He slowly retracts his arm, frowning at me.

      “Broken glass,” I manage. I have my wrist in a death grip, hoping it will somehow stem the bleeding.

      Jude lifts the bag and watches a drip of alcohol fall to the Impala’s carpet. “Christ.” He grabs the rest of the napkins he got with the coffee, snatching my hand and pressing the wadded-up tissues against the cut.

      I grit my teeth, squeezing my eyes shut in pain. But Jude keeps applying pressure to the cut until my flesh starts aching.

      “You might need stitches,” he says with a sigh. “This time of night, we’d have to go to the church clinic—”

      “I’m fine!” I try to pull my hand away, but Jude holds on tight.

      “No you’re not, Harper.” When I look up, it’s obvious he’s not talking about my wound anymore. “And neither am I.”

      We stare at each other for the longest time. Then it’s as if he comes to. With a shake of his head, he looks down at my hand and slowly peels away the wadded-up napkins.

      A sullen ooze of blood creeps out of the cut, but it’s definitely not gushing like before. He presses the napkins back and takes hold of my other hand, forcing me to apply pressure.

      “Let’s get home. We can use the first aid kit there to patch you up.”

      “I don’t want to,” I whisper.

      “We don’t have a choice.” He stares at me in the rearview mirror as he locks his seatbelt into place. “Harper, if we tell them everything, if we come clean, then maybe...”

      …Then maybe he won’t be expelled. But what about me? He ruined my reputation with that video. I’ll never be able to show my face at Cinderhart again. He might get his life back, but mine is over. But that’s not the only reason. When I was sitting on that rock out at the lake, I kept replaying the conversation I had with my mom in the pool house. Even after all this time, her words still cut like knives.

      “She hates me,” I mumble as Jude puts the car into gear.

      He pulls into Cinderhart’s main road without looking back. “Who?”

      “My mother.”

      He sighs and shrugs his shoulder like he’s trying to work out a stiff muscle. “No she doesn’t.”

      “She probably wishes I was dead.”

      Jude laughs. “Why would you say that?”

      I look out the window. It takes me a minute or two to muster up enough courage before I can tell him the things my mother accused me of.

      There’s a heavy silence after that, like Jude’s surprised my life is even shittier than he’d imagined. “Then she’s a really good actress,” he finally says, “because she was in a fucking state when she found out you were missing.”

      “She was?”

      He shrugs. “Wayne too.” He sounds tired now. “They even tried calling the sheriff to report you missing.”

      We pull up to Dearth Manor’s gate a moment later. He takes something out of his pocket, and the glow from my cell phone fills the cabin.

      There’s no point in getting angry. As soon as he’s opened the manor’s gates with my smart home app, he hands the phone to me.

      “You left this behind.”

      “On purpose.”

      The Impala’s engine grumbles quietly as he parks the Impala in the drive. We sit there in the quiet, in the dark, for a full minute before he turns in his seat to look at me.

      “I told them about your drinking,” he says.

      I’m not surprised. I’m not even angry.

      “How did they take it?”

      “Your mother thought I was lying.”

      I let out a rueful huff of a laugh. Jude rubs his fingertips over his eyelids before latching onto me again. “If you tell them about the meth, then I’ll say I lied about the drinking.”

      Which is worse? Them knowing that I day drink at school, or that I purposefully drugged Jude to get him kicked off the football team?

      Either way, I’m fucked. Either way, Jude wins.

      I slump back in my seat, nursing my injured hand against my chest. “And if I own up to both?” I ask, a sad smile on my face. “What will you do then?”

      “You’d do that?” he murmurs, shocked and incredulous.

      I shrug. “Sure. What have I got to lose?”
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      I don’t know what happened back there in the Impala, but suddenly Harper is no longer my vindictive stepsister. She still looks the same, still has the same silky hair and curvy body and piercing blue eyes...but the fact that she’s willing to fess up for the shit she’s pulled gives me a newfound respect for her.

      Which makes me feel bad about taking her inside to confront our parents. Especially if she was telling the truth about what her mother said about her. I wouldn’t put it past Diana to blame her teenage daughter for their misfortune, though. That woman is a conniving bitch.

      Dearth Manor is surprisingly quiet when we walk in. Although what did I expect? Cops standing in the hallway, a temporary HQ set up in the dining room, walkie-talkies squawking non-stop?

      The downstairs lights are all off except the kitchen. We head for that beacon, Harper a few steps ahead of me. She glances back every now and then, the trepidation on her face palpable.

      It’s a big step, Sis. But it’s the right one. The first one on your journey to recovery.

      Diana spots us first. She’s busy packing something in plastic containers—I suppose the leftovers from whatever they had for supper. Her eyes are even puffier than before, and it looks like she’s been messing with her hair because her ponytail is skew.

      “Harper?” Diana drops what she’s doing and hurries around the kitchen counter.

      Harper speeds up too, her arms opening wide to embrace her mother. I slow down, giving them some space, angling toward my father as he turns in his stool. But when I blink, the tearful Sloane family reunion I was expecting transforms into something else entirely.

      Diana takes a quick double-step and slaps Harper so hard that her daughter staggers.

      “You slut!” Diana screeches.

      Something inside me snaps. I’ve never hit a woman—never thought I could—but that doesn’t stop me from lunging at my stepmother.

      Father intercepts, jamming his body between me and Diana before I land a blow. I grab him, and he grabs me, and we stand there like we’re waiting for our first dance.

      “You disgust me!” Diana says, stepping back and dragging her hand over her mouth like the very sight of Harper is making her sick.

      My eyes dart around the kitchen, desperate for an explanation. That’s when I see the nearly empty bottle of wine. The ashtray filled with cigarettes. I didn’t even know Diana smoked, but why would Dad allow her to do it in the house?

      Harper lets out a ragged sob, veering away from her mother. She throws her head back, finding me, locking on with brimming eyes, begging for some kind of intervention.

      But I’m as shocked as she is. All I manage is a strangled, “What the hell?” aimed at my father.

      He releases me but stands tense and ready as if expecting me to go savage again. “I can’t even look at you right now,” he says to Harper before glancing away. “Go to bed, both of you.”

      Harper whimpers, wrapping her arms around herself as she takes another step back. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t want to scare you. I just—I just needed some time, so I went to the lake—”

      “You think I give a fuck where you were?” Diana picks up her box of cigarettes and lights herself one, her eyes flickering as she takes a deep drag. “You should have stayed there.”

      “What are you...why are you...?” Harper cuts off with a strangled sound.

      “Stop sniveling,” Diana snaps. “Do you really think a few tears will make us forget what a goddamn whore you are?”

      “Diana.” Wayne’s voice is steel, but it’s trembling and his jaw is so tight, his neck muscles are cording.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” I try for calm, and probably get closer to indifferent. Better than yelling at him. Better than charging at Diana again.

      My stepmother cackles like the evil witch she is and fumbles on the kitchen island for my father’s phone. She shoves it toward him without looking. “Show them.”

      My blood turns to ice. Christ, no. How did they...

      Dad unlocks his phone and taps on the screen a few times before turning it in our direction. I spent hours putting that video together. All I need to hear is the first three notes of the intro soundtrack to recognize what’s playing.

      Harper rips the phone out of Wayne’s hand and smashes it on the floor. “That’s not real!” she yells.

      “Daddy?”

      All three of us turn to stare at Rosie. What the hell is she doing down here? She knows to stay in her room when there’s fighting.

      “Go upstairs,” Dad says.

      “But—”

      “Now, Rosie!” he yells.

      Her brown eyes pop open in shock, her bottom lip trembling. Then she turns and runs out of the kitchen.

      I’m torn in fucking two. I want to go after her, make sure she’s okay, but Harper’s going to need my help, maybe even my protection if her mother decides to slap her again. I tell myself that Rosie will be okay because fuck, I’m only mortal and I can’t split myself in two.

      “This isn’t you?” Wayne says as he picks up his shattered phone from the floor.

      Harper shakes her head, her arms tightening around her chest. “No, I mean, it is, but—”

      “But what?”

      “We went to a party,” I blurt out.

      Dad glances at me with a heavy frown on his face, and then looks back to Harper, dismissing me. But fuck, I need to make this right. I don’t know what I expected to happen if our parents ever found out about the video. I guess I was fucking naïve to think they wouldn’t—Cinderhart is small as fuck.

      I step between him and Harper, blocking her, forcing him to acknowledge what I was saying. Frustration turns his lips into a sneer, but he listens. Diana goes to pour herself another glass of wine, chuckling like she already knows the punchline to this joke.

      “There was a lot of booze,” I say. “Drugs too. Things...things got out of hand.”

      Wayne’s frown deepens, but he says nothing, choosing instead to sit back on his stool and fold his arms over his chest.

      I resist the urge to look back at Harper, to give her some kind of signal. There’s no way to avoid this—if I don’t tell them what really happened, then they won’t believe me. I just need her to nod along.

      “I was outside for a while. Kinda lost track of time. Then Alex came to tell me...some of the guys had locked themselves in a room with Harper.” I can’t help myself, I glance over my shoulder.

      My stepsister has her face in her hands, but she’s not crying. It’s like she’s hiding, trying to cover the shameful glow on her cheeks.

      “I got there before they could do anything, but someone had been recording and—”

      “You’re saying someone tried to rape her?” Diana chimes in.

      My neck feels rusted when I turn to look at her. She gives me a rictus grin. “That,” she points at Wayne’s shattered phone “does not sound like rape.”

      “Because I edited it. I wanted to make it look like...It was a stupid prank.”

      “Did you report this to the police?” Wayne says as he slowly gets to his feet. He steps to the side, craning to look at Harper. I follow, and he grimaces at me when I block his view again. “Did they take a statement? Were the boys questioned? A case opened?” His voice is growing deeper, louder, sterner.

      “I didn’t,” Harper whispers, “I mean, I was too scared to—”

      Wayne barks out a dry laugh.

      Harper pushes past me. “I promise, I’ll go to the sheriff’s office tomorrow, Mr.—”

      “Enough.”

      My stomach turns over at the sound of his voice. I’m not in the least surprised that Harper stops talking. Even I’m starting to regret speaking up. Wayne takes turns looking at us, the disgust in his eyes slowly building until he’s openly sneering at both of us.

      “When was this party?” he asks quietly.

      I drop my head and close my eyes. I’m not a friend of failure. I hate the way it makes me feel empty, worthless, fragile as fuck. “A while ago,” I murmur.

      Wayne breathes out heavily through his nose, sets his phone down on the kitchen island, and turns back to us with his hands on his hips. “So the methamphetamines they found in your blood, was that from a different party? Or do you dope up before every Friday night game these days?”

      I drag my hands over my face, no fucking clue what to say. I shouldn’t have mentioned the drugs at Sean’s party—but I wasn’t even sure what I was going to say. I should tell him they drugged her.

      No, fuck it, I should shut the fuck up. We’re both in even bigger shit than when we walked in here.

      “What did Heller say about the test?” I ask.

      “Principal Heller has expelled you.” Wayne takes another breath. “Both of you.”

      Harper’s shocked gasp feels like a physical blow, and I’m already reeling mentally.

      “Dad, please, isn’t there something you can—”

      “You want this to go away?” Wayne’s eyes are too bright, too feverish for me to think for a second that he’s going to agree to use his influence to get us out of this shit. “Sure, son.” He picks up his phone and pantomimes making a call. “I’ll just call the principal and tell him my degenerate children should be given a second chance so they can learn nothing from this and get away with everything.”

      Harper sags like she’s seconds away from sitting down on the kitchen floor. Wayne’s hand darts out and grabs her arm, hoisting her up straight again. “No, Harper, Jude. What you two have done is inexcusable. You will be punished.”

      “But I didn’t—” Harper wails.

      Wayne shakes her so hard, I hear her teeth clack together. She gasps, puts a hand to her mouth, and brings it back coated with blood where she bit her lip.

      I don’t know what the fuck comes over me, but I can’t bear him touching her anymore. I can’t even stand the fact that he’s breathing the same air as her. That he made her bleed. I charge forward, taking my father completely by surprise. I’m distantly aware of Harper’s gasp, Diana screeching at me to stop, but by then I already have him bent backward over the island, my forearm pressed against his throat, the other raised to punch him.

      Harper grabs me, perhaps Diana too. But they’re too small, too weak to stop me.

      My father’s body goes weak when my fist slams into his jaw. The second blow has him slithering out of my grip to land on the tiled floor.

      Then Harper’s face floods my vision, her bright blue eyes glittering with tears. “Stop!” she whispers furiously. “Jude, stop!”

      Her voice, the panic in her eyes, it’s the only thing that stands a chance to snap me out of my rage-induced trance. I step back, letting out the breath I’d kept trapped inside my lungs in a short, harsh huff.

      Diana is on her knees beside Wayne, sobbing like he’s fucking dead, while he groans and nurses his jaw.

      “What did you do?” Harper says.

      I drag my eyes to her. Swallow. “I don’t know.”

      She presses her knuckles against her mouth and glances down at Wayne as he rolls onto hands and knees before slowly pushing himself up to a stand.

      He leans on his hands, his back to us, and says nothing for a long time. I lick my suddenly dry lips and start to move forward. Diana points a shaking finger at me like she’s about to curse me, and I stop moving.

      “Pack your bags,” Dad says quietly, his voice rough.

      “What?” I murmur on top of Harper’s trembling, “Why?”

      Wayne turns his head but keeps his back to us. Like he’s afraid I’ll have another go at him or something.

      Diana faces us with a manic grin on her Botoxed lips.

      “Camp Joy,” she says. “Heard of it?”

      Oh, God.

      I step back, shaking my head. “Are you serious? No. Dad, please—”

      “It’s lovely there, you’ll see,” Diana spits out. “They’ve got programs for kids like you.”

      But I know it’s not lovely there. That place is hell on earth. I’ve known guys who went there. They came back shadows of their former selves. Some never came back at all. Fuck knows why. It’s like the earth swallowed them.

      “Dad, please—”

      “Don’t sulk.” He turns, his hand a fist at his side like he’s making a point of not touching his bruised jaw. “They have an excellent sports program.”

      He pushes away from the island, not looking at either of us as he heads out of the kitchen. “They’re coming to collect you first thing in the morning.”
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      I can’t sleep although, honestly, I haven’t really tried. I’m just lying on my bed, staring at the ceiling, waiting for dawn. I packed a bag like Wayne told me to. But it’s going nowhere near Camp Joy, wherever the fuck that is.

      Neither am I.

      Now I’m trying to work up the courage to get Jude on board. It makes sense for us to run away together. At least, for the past two hours I’ve been running this plan through in my head, it seems that way.

      We both hate it here. We both want to escape. We can survive out there...together. I could even do it alone if I wanted.

      It’s getting late. I don’t want to risk having to wake him up if he does manage to go to sleep. That would be mean.

      And I think we’ve both had just enough of that.

      I let out a quiet laugh and slip into my pink silk robe. I don’t want him thinking I’m trying to seduce him again. I couldn’t bear the shame, not after all the shit that went down last night.

      Knocking quietly, I open his bedroom door and peek inside. My heart sinks when I see he’s not inside. Did he have the same idea as me? Is he already halfway to wherever the hell he’d go if he was running away?

      Didn’t he say something about a lake house?

      I sneak down the stairs, my stomach twisting tighter and tighter as I approach the screening room.

      Dare I go in? The doors are closed like they were the day my world came crashing down. I don’t know if I can go through that again. But that shit’s over. It has to be, right? We used up all our ammunition.

      I push open the door, and the frantic roar of a football game washes over me.

      I don’t know if it’s better or worse than the other stuff I’ve seen in here. This takes me back to Friday’s game when I drugged my stepbrother. And then came home and let him do those nasty things to me.

      Loving every second—

      Fuck that. I close the door and wrap my robe tighter around myself as I walk down the sloped floor to the recliner Jude’s sitting in.

      “Did you know the nickname for the player picked dead last every year in the NFL draft is Mr. Irrelevant?” Jude asks.

      The hair on my arms stands up. How did he know I was in the room? It’s like he has a sixth sense about me or something. I still have to ask him how the hell he knew where to find me.

      But we’ll have lots to talk about while we’re trying to survive on our own. I’m thinking California, somewhere close to the beach.

      “Can we talk?”

      Jude glances over at me, at my clothes, and then faces the screen again with a shrug.

      I sit in the seat beside his. There are four recliners in this room, two sofas, and the daybed. I choose to sit in the recliner next to his, turning to watch him as the colors from the screen glide over his severe features.

      Shit, I don’t know if I can even—

      “We did this,” he says, staring straight ahead. “It’s pointless trying to blame each other, or someone else.”

      I grimace. “Yeah, Sean is innocent until proven guilty.”

      Jude cracks a rueful smile. “Which will never happen.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but I didn’t come here to fight. I clear my throat and touch Jude’s arm so he’ll look at me. He’s wearing a black hoody and sweats—they make his dark brows and hair so much starker and turn his eyes into inky pools that suck me in when he finally turns to me.

      “Let’s leave,” I blurt out. “I mean, you don’t want to go to this shitty camp, right? We can get jobs, live somewhere cheap until—”

      “You want me to run away with you.” It’s not a question. I don’t fucking know whether he’s surprised, disgusted, what.

      “What’s the alternative?” I sit back in the seat, glance at the screen. Someone does something good—the crowd cheers. But Jude’s eyes on me force me to look at him again.

      “Camp Joy,” he says.

      “It sounds like a fucking mental asylum.”

      He shifts in his seat, leaning closer to me. “You don’t think it’ll be good for us?”

      Us.

      I don’t know why that word makes my insides coil. And I don’t know if it’s a good feeling or a bad one. I’m so fucking confused, I don’t even know if the sky will be blue or green when I walk outside tomorrow.

      “I don’t want to go,” I whisper. Pressure builds behind my eyes, but I blink furiously to hold back sudden tears. “It’s not fair.”

      I sound like a fucking child, but I can’t help it.

      “Because we did nothing wrong?” Jude chuckles darkly. “Come on, Harper. You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      I frown. “Stop putting words in my mouth.”

      “I could always put something else in there,” he says softly, his black eyes dropping to my lips.

      His gaze is a featherlight touch that sends a tingle through my entire body. I look away, shake my head. “I’m being serious.”

      He sits back in his seat, letting out a world-weary sigh. When I glance at him, he’s rubbing his eyelids, jaw pushed out.

      “You’re an alcoholic, Harper. I’m—”

      “I’m not an alcoholic,” I snap. His eyes are on me in an instant, boring deep inside. I clear my throat. “I mean, I drink too much, sure. But—”

      “Yeah, and I just get a bit irritated sometimes.” He works his right hand, and I can’t help but replay the moment he punched his father in the face.

      Again.

      I thought it was bad enough when he did that in the locker room on Saturday morning, but last night? I was terrified he wouldn’t stop until his dad was...

      Dead.

      “I’ve heard shit about the place, and yeah, it sounds fucking terrible.” Jude rakes his fingers through his hair. “But so are we.”

      I blink wide eyes at him, my mouth gaping.

      “Who the fuck do you think you are?” I whisper incredulously. “Judging me. What the hell makes you so special?”

      “Nothing, Harper.” Jude sits forward in a rush, and I barely manage to keep my ground without shrinking away from his piercing eyes. “I’m just as fucked up as you, don’t you get it?” He flicks his fingers between us. “We did this. Us. Me and you. We have this chemical reaction when we get close. When we mix.” He barks out a laugh. “And fuck, it’s bad. It’s so bad.”

      “So we apologize, and they ground us for a year, but we get to live our lives. We stay in school, we—”

      Jude’s hand clamps around the front of my throat. He moves so suddenly, I don’t even bother to gasp, because by then it’s too late.

      We stare at each other, hues of red and blue and greens painting our faces and clothes.

      “I need help, Harper.” His eyes fall to my mouth but only linger long enough to send another fierce rush through my body before he locks onto my eyes again. “You need help.”

      I still want to argue, and I don’t know why. He’s right. I strayed from the path a long time ago. Not like my mother thinks I did—Jude was the only person I’ve ever seduced in my life.

      Licking my lips, I give him a careful nod, hoping it’s enough to make him release me.

      Also hoping, in that dark, secret part of me, that he won’t. That he’ll drag me closer and kiss me like he did the other day when it felt like he was consuming my soul.

      “I don’t know if I can do it,” I whisper hoarsely.

      His brows twitch, but his face smooths before a full frown can form. “Do what?”

      “A place like that. I don’t know...if I’m strong enough.”

      Jude’s lips quirk into a lopsided smile. “You? Are you fucking serious?” He strokes my jaw with his thumb. “Harper...you...you’re a fucking warlord.”

      I laugh. “What?”

      “Someone could nuke you and you’d still be standing,” he says, eyes narrowing as his smile grows. “You’re insane if you think a place like Camp fucking Joy will end you.”

      A rush of pride nearly topples me. I grab Jude’s shoulder, holding on desperately as I fight a wave of tears. I can’t speak—my throat’s too tight, and it has nothing to do with Jude’s hand on me.

      But as if he’s only just realizing that he’s still got hold of me, his grip loosens.

      I should have let him go too. Then I should have got up and left.

      I don’t.

      I drag my hand up the side of his muscular neck and sink my fingers into his thick, black hair. And God, it’s every bit as soft and silky as I thought it would be.

      His eyelids hood at my touch, but he says nothing, does nothing. He’s absolutely still, gaze pinning me where I sit, as I toy with his hair.

      “You really think I can do this?” I murmur.

      One side of his mouth quirks up again. “Piece of cake, princess.”

      I grip the back of his head and pull him closer. We stop an inch away, our eyes drilling into each other, and then he closes the distance.

      No longer fierce. No longer violent.

      Our kiss is gentle and curious, like we’re exploring a pitch-black room and we don’t want to stub our toes on whatever is hidden in the dark. My hand falls onto his thigh, and I inch it up until I touch him through his sweats. He rewards me with an angry growl when I grab his hardened cock and squeeze.

      He exhales over my mouth as he pulls away from our kiss. “Not here,” he whispers.

      I’m a tight knot of flesh, my muscles all bundled up from the promise he made with that kiss. I lean in, hold my lips against his. “Where?”

      He pulls back again, stares deep into my eyes. “We’ll know when we get there.”
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      The wind whips my hair across my face but before I can tuck it behind my ear, Jude does it for me. I flinch at his touch, immediately step away, and he gives me a small, neutral smile in return.

      We’re standing in Camp Joy’s courtyard, a rehabilitation center for troubled youths. The property is prettier than I thought it would be. It has views of Scarstone Lake, and we’re even close to enough to go for a swim...although how anyone could dare jump into those black waters, I don’t know.

      I wish I could act as detached as Jude. My head’s been all over the place since I woke up. I fell asleep the moment my head hit the pillow last night. Maybe he did too—he looks well-rested this morning.

      “We should have run away,” I murmur.

      Our parents are talking to the camp counselors inside the administration building. We were told to wait outside and enjoy nature.

      Well, I’ve been enjoying it for twenty minutes already. I’m done. I glance around and then head for the nearest entrance. I smell food coming from there—I’m pretty sure it’s the cafeteria. I still haven’t seen a single kid and it’s making me nervous as fuck.

      “Where are you going?” Jude asks.

      “Just to make sure they’re not going to keep us in cages or anything.”

      Jude’s shoes crunch over the gravel drive as he follows.

      He follows me into the building, which turns out to be a cafeteria. Since it’s ten in the morning I’m not surprised it’s empty. I’m guessing everyone’s finished with breakfast. The dining hall is empty but for the three long rows of wooden tables, their benches tucked underneath. On the other side of the hall, a buffet-style serving station gleams with empty chafing dishes, but the smell of food still hangs in the air.

      “Cramped,” I moan.

      “Cozy, you mean.” Jude steps up behind me, our bodies brushing against each other. Goosebumps break out over my skin at the heat coming off him. He lifts his hand and runs it an inch above my arm. I shudder and turn to look at him, but he’s already out the door.

      I swallow hard and give myself a shake. He’s been doing stuff like this the whole morning already. Sly glances, almost touches, whispered innuendos.

      Was our conversation last night the straw that broke my enemy’s mind? I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m filled with a manic kind of happiness I know will end in tears tonight.

      But I refuse to cry in front of our parents...or Jude.

      He’s in the courtyard again, tipping his face up to the sun. I come up behind him, wanting to sneak up on him for a change, but then our parents walk out of the admin building and I quickly step away so they don’t see us so close together.

      “Harper!” Mom beckons me with a flick of her hand.

      A girl around my age steps out of the admin building and gives me a wide smile as we walk over to her. She seems genuine enough.

      “This is Kierra. She’ll show you and Jude to your room.” The way she says it, it sounds like we’ll be bunking together. My mother scrutinizes me suspiciously for a second. “This isn’t a co-ed situation,” she snaps. “Don’t think for a second you can get away with your shenanigans here.”

      My cheeks are on fire. I drop my head, willing a fireball to plummet from the sky and end my misery.

      Maybe Kierra picks up on that because a cool hand slips around my wrist and draws me away. “Come on,” she says cheerfully. “The dorms are awesome. You guys are gonna love them.”

      I glance back at Jude who follows me like a shadow. His face is solemn until our eyes lock, and then he gives me that faint, lopsided smile of his.

      Suddenly, I don’t care where I’ll be sleeping for the next few months. It could be under a fucking bush.

      As long as I still get to see him every morning, nothing else matters.
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      This is fucking killing me. I don’t know what happened last night, but I’m really hoping things go back to normal. I could handle hating Harper but this...? I don’t even know what this is. It’s like we burned out on hating each other, so now we’re reluctant friends until our rage-o-meters fill up again.

      Maybe it’s part of it too, but for some reason, I don’t feel half bad about uprooting my entire life to stay in this shitshow of a therapy ranch for the next six months. I’m actually...well, saying that I’m looking forward to it is pushing it.

      I guess I’m curious to find out if they really can fix us.

      We follow Kierra through the property, passing several groups of buildings scattered across the sprawling land. The cafeteria and admin office are in one cluster, the dorms in another, and a row of classrooms past that.

      Eight bungalows connected via concrete walkways huddle beneath the boughs of an oak tree grove. “The boys are on the left, we’re on the right,” Kierra says. “Curfew’s at nine, lights out at ten.”

      A woman I estimate to be in her thirties steps out of the girls’ dorm rooms, but she doesn’t see us. A second later she disappears into the boys’ dorms.

      “That’s Angela, our den mother. She’s suuuuper nice.” Kierra looks back at us, rolling her eyes.

      Christ, I hope I don’t have to deal with her. Harper gives me a sour look. “Told you this was going to be awful.”

      Kierra stops on the stretch of lawn separating the two sets of buildings. “You guys have about an hour before lunch. Might as well unpack.” She points at one of the bungalows. “You’re in the Mustang Lodge.” Then she beckons Harper. “You’re with me in the Sparrow Lodge.”

      She glances at us, her eyes lingering on me just a second longer than Harper. “So I’ll let you guys unpack then. Your bags are inside.”

      I meet Harper’s eyes as she turns to watch Kierra leave. The anticipation in her eyes is blatant and arousing as fuck. I’ve been keeping close to her whenever I can, inhaling her scent, trying to memorize every strand of her hair. I didn’t know what the setup was here, didn’t know if I’d ever see her again. Even knowing we’ll be sleeping a stone’s throw away from each other, the need to consume her is overwhelming.

      “You probably want me to help you with your bags since you packed so much shit.”

      She plumps out her lips but says nothing as I head for her bungalow, only following when I slip into the shadows under the thatch eaves. We glance around before I pull open the carved wooden door for her.

      We’re standing in a big room, two bunk beds against opposite walls and a doorway leading off that no doubt goes to the en-suite bathroom. It smells like straw in here, and dust motes sparkle in a beam of light cast from one of the windows set high on the peaked wall. There are normal windows too, but their shades have been drawn.

      With no air conditioning, I guess they don’t want too much sunlight getting in here during the day. The air is already stuffy and a little warm...and with the shades closed there’s a tempting gloom inside.

      Harper walks toward her suitcases stacked by one of the bunk beds. I grab her wrist and spin her around to face me. She gasps when she hits my chest, but her hands immediately slide up my neck and into my hair.

      I grab a fistful of her hair and wrench back her head, forcing my lips hard against hers. She moans into our kiss, twisting her fingers painfully in my hair. I was already sporting a semi when I opened the door—I grind my now rock-hard cock against her belly, pushing her backward until she slams into the wall.

      We don’t need to speak. What the fuck would we even say?

      All that’s left is to surrender to each other, to finalize our truce.

      I grab her waist and lift her against the wall. She hooks her legs around my hips and pushes her cunt against me with a low groan rumbling out of her throat. I buck my hips, keeping her in place with a hand under her ass as I slide my length over her entrance. She’s wearing jeggings and another one of her floppy cable-knit sweaters, one shoulder bare. The seam of her jeans scrapes over the thin fabric of my slacks, almost as painful as the way she twists her fingers in my hair.

      “Hurry,” she whispers urgently, her hands falling to my belt and tugging at the catch. “Before someone comes in here.”

      I pluck her hand away, slam it into the wall above her head. When she tries again with her other hand, I do the same. I lean back, watching her face contort as I slowly grind my dick against her split open legs. “I don’t want to rush,” I murmur. “I’m going to take my time with you.”

      She moans, pushing her hips forward to increase the friction between us. Christ, if she keeps humping me like this, I’ll come in my fucking pants. But I can’t pull away. It feels too fucking good.

      So imagine when you have her all to yourself? When you can torture yourself, her, as long as you want?

      I snatch up her mouth with mine, groaning as I kiss the air out of her lungs. I shove a hand down the front of her jeans, stroking her clit, sliding a finger inside her, making her all fucking hot and bothered.

      And then I step back and gently set her on the ground.

      “What? Why...? Fuck you, Jude,” she pants, reaching for me with clawed hands, like she wants to rip out my heart.

      Jesus fucking Christ, I can’t stop myself. I surge forward, one hand on her chest to keep her pressed to the wall, the other diving into her jeans again. She gasps and grabs my wrist, forcing me harder against her. I kiss her again, my tongue wrestling against hers as I finger her into a climax.

      She comes on my hand, gasping against my mouth as her body goes rigid.

      If there hadn’t been that moment of breathless silence, neither of us would have heard the footsteps on the paving outside.

      “Fuck!” she gasps, dragging my hand out of her jeans.

      I grab the front of her sweater and propel her into the bathroom, shoving her the last yard. Then I grab one of her suitcases and pop it open, grabbing the first thing I find to wipe down my hand.

      The door opens. Sunlight cuts through the gloomy interior. “What are you doing in here?” I don’t have to turn to know it’s Angela, Harper’s new den mother. I keep my back turned, slipping what turns out to be one of Harper’s panties into my pocket.

      “Helping my sister unpack.” I wave a hand at the suitcases next to the bed. “Even with my help, I think it’s going to take all day.” Then I turn and give Angela my best smile.

      The woman blinks, scans me, scans the suitcases. “Oh,” she says, absently tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Who’s there, Jude?” Harper calls out.

      “Uh, I think it’s your den mother.” I give Angela a wink. “She probably wants to say hi.”

      Harper slips out of the bathroom, wiping her hands on the seat of her jeans. She’s beaming, and Angela can’t help but smile back. “Angela?” Harper asks, tilting her head to the side.

      “Oh, you can call me Angie.” She comes closer and holds out her hand. Harper shakes it enthusiastically. “Angie. This place is so beautiful.”

      “Glad you like it.” Angela nods, her eyes coming back to me. “But I’m sorry, Jude, you’ll have to leave. No boys allowed in the girls’ dorms.”

      “Oh, yeah, of course.” I clap my hands together and give them another smile. “Have my own unpacking to do anyway. Nice to meet you.”

      I get out of there as fast as I can, one hand shoved in my pocket so I can keep my hard-on pressed flat. As soon as I find my room, I go into the bathroom. There’s no lock on the door, but since it’s the guys’ dorms, I sincerely doubt anyone in their right mind wouldn’t knock first.

      Smiling, I pull Harper’s underwear out of my pocket. It’s a pretty pink, lacy around the edges, and now it even smells like her. I wrap the filmy fabric around my fist, pressing it to my nose as I jerk off, using it to catch up the mess I make when I come seconds later.

      Groaning, I lean my forehead against the wall and tuck her underwear back in my pocket.

      This is fucking killing me.
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      It’s been two months since we arrived at Camp Joy. Apparently, when you’ve been here long enough, when you’ve been good, then you get to go into Cinderhart town for a few hours every second Saturday. If you don’t qualify for an outing, then you get to spend the day riding horses or swimming in the lake.

      If your homework’s done.

      If you’re not in solo.

      If you’ve been good.

      I’ve made a point of being good because the moment Kierra told me about our free days, I knew I had to save up my brownie points. They’d never let me go into town since I haven’t been here long enough, but I wouldn’t go even if they let me. I want to stay right here.

      With Jude.

      He’s been good too. I know, because he leaves me little notes under a rock behind the Sparrow Lodge. I have his last one in my pocket, and I keep shoving my hand in there to touch it.

      SATURDAY

      That’s all it says. Not that I need more. He could have written an essay and it wouldn’t have meant as much as this one word.

      The guys heading into town leave just after breakfast. I’m too nervous to eat, but I force down a bowl of oatmeal and a cup of coffee anyway. I have the day to myself—after I muck out the stables.

      It takes me and another girl from the Sparrow Lodge two hours to finish our chores. I’m sweaty and gross by the time I’m done, but unlike school days, I don’t have to ask permission to go back to my room to shower or change into fresh clothes.

      I stare into the tiny closet I crammed my clothes into, my mind spinning as I figure out what to wear. I choose soft, dark leggings, a long-sleeved tee, and a puffy sleeveless jacket. It’s starting to get colder out, but in the middle of the day in the full sun, this place is hot.

      “Where you headed?”

      I pause with my foot in the stirrup. “Uh, just...out.”

      Kierra walks over to me, stroking my horse’s head as she smiles at me. “I’d love a ride,” she says. “I’ll come with.”

      “No!”

      Her eyes widen, and I quickly slip my foot out of the stirrup so I can face her. “I mean, I just... Brian gave me an assignment to do. I’ve been working on it all week, but I need to clear my head, you know?”

      Sympathy floods Kierra’s eyes. “Oh, yeah.” She crosses her arms over her chest, shaking her head. “God, I hate those.” She rolls her eyes and glances around the stable. “I’ve lost count of how many ‘assignments’ I’ve had to do.” She puts the word in air quotes, her sneer dripping disdain. “Best of luck to you.” She pats my horse and wanders out of the stable again.

      I let out the breath I’ve been holding and quickly mount my mare. I took several horse riding lessons after I moved into Dearth Manor, but none after school started. It all comes back to me though as I cluck and gently dig my heels into the horse’s side to get her moving.

      The ride out to the borders of Camp Joy’s property is beautiful. The distant mountains frame rolling green hills dotted with groves of oak trees. There’s a small stream winding through the property, and the crystalline sound of it washing over its rocky bed is the perfect accompaniment to the bird song that follows me on my ride.

      Half an hour into my ride, a jagged, broken wall peeks up through the dense foliage ahead, and I angle my horse toward it. My chest is tight, my palms sweating where I grip the reins.

      Fuck, why am I so nervous? I shouldn’t be building this up to something insane in my head. That’s the easiest way to be disappointed.

      I guess it’s because I can’t rely on booze to give me courage, or numb my emotions anymore. I’ve had a rough time. I wish I was joking about the assignment but I have one due Monday. And it’s not the first I’ve had.

      At first I refused to tell a complete stranger about my life. What business was it of his, anyway? But the onsite therapist, Brian, just kept picking at my scabs until I couldn’t stand it anymore. Always better just to rip off the band-aid, right? I finally broke down and told him about the shit that happened before I got sent to Camp Joy, spending over two hours with him. I felt like I’d been put through the wringer when I was done—head aching, throat raw, body numb...but the next day I felt like a new person.

      I’m still not looking forward to my latest assignment, though.

      The topic is love. How am I supposed to write about something I’ve never experienced? I suppose I could do an essay on what it feels like not to be loved. But I get the feeling Brian wouldn’t like that.

      Jude steps out of the shadows of a nearby oak tree and grabs hold of my horse’s halter. “You took your time.”

      “I had chores.”

      “So did I.”

      “Well, mine were worse than yours.”

      He lifts one side of his mouth into a smile. “Aren’t they always?”

      I let go of the reins, letting him lead my horse to a nearby tree. His horse is already tied up and snacking on some long, sweet grass. They’re even close enough to the stream that they can drink water if they want.

      As I slide down from my saddle, Jude comes up behind me and grabs hold of my waist, keeping my back turned to him. My horse whinnies and side steps to get away from us, and I can’t blame the poor creature because I’m pretty sure it can feel the dark energy pouring off Jude, just like I can.

      “Let me just go wash my hands,” I manage in a voice that’s much steadier than how I feel right now.

      “Hurry, Harper,” he rumbles in my ear.

      I bend down beside the stream and rinse my hands in the freezing water. I expect Jude to be behind me again when I stand, but I’m alone.

      I duck down beneath a low-hanging bough and emerge into a small clearing inside the grove of oak trees. I didn’t even know this place existed until Jude left directions to it under the rock. On my next free Saturday, I rode out this way with Kierra, making sure not to get too close. But I got a good enough glimpse at the time to know that Jude had picked this place for a reason.

      Yes, it’s far from the main buildings. Secluded. Such gorgeous scenery. But that’s not why.

      The dappled shadows retreat, bathing me in sunlight. But when I look around, all I see are trees and the burned-out shell of an abandoned building. Caved in roof, crumbling walls. Moss and ivy have reclaimed the majority of the structure. Now it blends into the environment almost seamlessly, an aberration no more.

      I peek around the wall and smile when I see Jude lounging on a pile of blankets in the center of the small building. There’s a fire pit to one side, long since filled up with dead leaves and cobwebs. But for a yard around the blankets, someone swept away all the dust and debris, baring a rough stone floor.

      Someone? It was Jude. He’s been building this nest for weeks. He obviously has more liberties than I do. After all, I’m a whoring alcoholic who drugged my stepbrother. All Jude ever did was take some creative license with my amateur porn video.

      That’s how Camp Joy sees it.

      I no longer care how our parents see it. They’re living their best lives in their mansion in Blackstone Heights, no longer plagued by their unruly children. They even shipped Rosie to a special needs boarding school out of state. Jude was livid when he found out about it, but we’ve already decided to go see her as soon as we’re out of here. In a way, I think it’s best. She was so lonely at home while we were there. At least now she has other kids to play with, and I’m sure they’ve got swimming lessons she can attend every afternoon. At least, that’s what I like to think.

      Jude glances up at me, his dark eyes heavily shadowed in the bright day. “Do you like it?”

      I don’t even think I can speak. I inch closer, trying to take in everything all at once, but as soon as I’m within reach, Jude grabs my wrist and pulls me down beside him. With a roll of his hips, he’s pinning me to the bed of soft blankets, the bulge in his jeans digging into my thigh.

      He pushes my hair out of my face and drinks me in with a sweep of his darkly intense eyes. “Did you do what I told you to?” he asks quietly, and then drops his head to paint a soft kiss on the corner of my mouth.

      “Yes,” I sigh.

      “Every night?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you were thinking of me the whole time?”

      “Of course.”

      “Not Brody or Shane?”

      I shove at his chest, and he chuckles. “I can leave,” I tell him.

      “But you wouldn’t,” he murmurs, grazing the side of my neck.

      Shivers tear through me. “No,” I admit grudgingly.

      He cups my face with one hand, the other stroking my hair. When our lips meet, the world stops spinning. Jude groans, his fingers wrapping around my jaw, forcing my head back so he can skim his lips over my chin, down my throat, across my collarbones.

      We’ve had a few moments like this, but they’ve always been so fleeting. A stolen kiss between classes, heated glances when we pass each other on the property. He told me to make myself come every night at midnight, and to think of him while I was doing it. It was torture, of course, but since I knew he was doing the same thing at exactly the same time, I could pretend we were beside each other, that it was his fingers touching me, not mine. I like to think he thought the same.

      Now my hands are all over him—stroking his neck, digging into the hard flesh of his shoulders, dragging down his back. He’s wearing a T-shirt and jeans, his sculpted flesh barely contained by the thin fabric. I forgot he was this ripped, this...perfect. It feels like a century has passed since our splash in the pool.

      I can’t believe how much has changed since then.

      He glides a hand over my breast, then my belly, before slipping it under my clothes. When he finds out I’m not wearing a bra, the pleased rumble he makes sends an ache through my core. I’m already wet for him, already anticipating a hundred nasty things he can do to me. I scrubbed every inch of my body for him, put on perfume, slathered myself in lotion. I shaved everywhere, even in places I haven’t shaved before.

      He lifts my torso and slips off my puffy vest, then pulls my shirt over my head, bundling both under my head for a pillow. My nipples tighten as air slides over my naked skin, and for a long moment all Jude does is stare down at my breasts like he’s never seen them before. Slowly, teasingly, he pulls my nipples into his mouth, gently sucking on them until they soften against his warm tongue. Then he blows on my damp skin until they’re hard...and does it all over again.

      “God, that feels good,” I murmur, arching my shoulders.

      His only response is another low rumble that I feel all the way to my fucking core. I grab his hand and try to make him touch me through my pants, because I’m fucking aching for him already, but he twists his hands and catches hold of my wrists, pinning them to my belly so he can take his time grazing on my tits without me interfering.

      “Jude, please, I...”

      “I told you I was going to take my time.”

      “But I can’t,” I whimper. “Please.” I stretch out my fingers, managing to brush the tip of his cock before he can pull away.

      He burrows his head into my neck, groaning as he shudders against me. “Fuck, Harper,” he mutters angrily. “You touch me again, and I’ll torture you until you’re screaming for mercy.”

      “You’re already torturing me,” I whine.

      Jude chuckles darkly against my hair. “Princess, if you think this is torture, then you should get on your horse and fuck off out of here right now.” He draws back, black eyes latching onto mine, sending a shiver through me. “Because you won’t be able to handle what’s coming.”

      My lips are parted, a shallow breath easing in and out of me. “No, please.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “You’ll behave?”

      I nod. “I’ll be good, I promise.”

      “No, no,” he tuts as a smile pulls at his mouth. “I want you to be bad for me. Will you do that? Will you be bad for me?”

      He drops his head before I can reply, sucking my nipple back into his mouth. This time, his teeth graze against the tender bud, dragging a gasp from me as my back arches. I’m dimly aware that he’s urging my leggings down my hips, that more of my naked skin is being exposed to the warm stroke of afternoon sunlight, but it’s too easy to get lost in the masterful swirls of his tongue.

      Until he moves his mouth down my belly and sinks his head between my legs. At the first rough lick he gives my pussy, I’m too shocked even to push him away. When he pushes my thighs apart, I let him. When he slips his finger inside me, I buck against his mouth like the fucking hussy that I am.

      With every flick of his powerful tongue, I sink deeper and deeper into an ocean of hedonistic pleasure. I hear myself moaning “Fuck,” over and over again, interspersed with whispered prayers. “God”, “Please”, “Jude.”

      But we’re in our own world now. No one can find us out here. No one can hear my breathless yell when I come in his mouth as he fingers me, his tongue lapping my clit into orgasm.

      He grins up at me, a second finger joining the first, those gentle thrusts never stopping. I groan, weakly trying to push him away. But then I hear his belt, and I feel smooth skin instead of rough denim against my legs, and I couldn’t want anything more than his body against mine.

      The weight when he settles on me is surreal. He should be crushing me, but I can still take hitched breath after hitched breath. He cups my face in his hands, and I smell myself on his fingers, but then he’s kissing me and I can taste myself too.

      I lift my quivering thighs, wrapping my legs around his waist, opening to him. His cock slides over my soaked pussy, but it’s like he’s content to kiss me until the cows—literally—come home. I drag my nails down his back, rake his shirt up his back, claw it over his head. Now we’re both naked, twined around each other in our makeshift bed in the middle of nowhere.

      He moves against me, his cock dragging over my clit, his smooth skin warming mine. “I want to taste you again,” he whispers.

      “No,” I blurt out, grabbing his ass in both hands as he tries to slide down my body. “I need you, Jude.” My breath catches when he sinks his fingertips into my thighs. “Inside.”

      “Yeah?” he murmurs, leaning on his elbow so there’s space between us, so he can tease his fingers over my nipples, down my belly, against my clit. “In here?”

      With a violent thrust, he shoves two fingers inside me.

      “God, yes!” My thighs clamp around him, and I grab his wrist, forcing his fingers deeper inside me. It hurts a little, and that makes me nervous. His dick is a lot thicker than two of his fingers. But I don’t care. My body is craving him like it used to crave a sip of wine, a gulp of vodka, a bottle of Bailey’s.

      No, it’s gone past need. If I don’t have him, if he doesn’t take me—and soon—I won’t survive.

      His fingers speed up, his eyes intent on mine as he watches for my reaction. I think I’m getting close again, but I don’t want to come like this. I want his cock inside me so I can unravel while he’s filling me.

      So instead of trying to fight him off, I reach down and grab his shaft with both hands.

      Jude instantly stops moving. “I told you—”

      He cuts off with a pained groan when I give his dick a hard pump with both my fists. “Harper—” he tries again.

      But I’ve had enough of his threats, of the torture. I need him, and I need him now. With a tight grip on him, I urge him on top of me again, until his body sinks between my legs, until his cock is over my belly. I give him another hard, slow pump, relishing the way his body shivers at my touch.

      A drop of clear liquid seeps from him. I smear it into his smooth crown with my thumb. Jude shudders against me, a deep-throated groan spilling from his twisted mouth. “If you had any idea how close I am...”

      “Then fuck me.”

      His gaze skips over my body, drilling into my eyes. Then he dips his hips and presses against my entrance. I’m so wet down there, so fucking slippery, that when I try to guide him between my folds, he slips out.

      Dropping to one elbow, Jude pushes my hands out of the way and grabs the base of his cock. His eyes slide down my body again and fix at the point between my legs where his cock presses against me.

      Slowly, he guides his dick between my folds. Just as slowly, he eases in.

      I gasp, my back arching, and he stops. He’s so big, stretching me so tight, I’m sure I’ll rip if he goes deeper.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, starting to pull out.

      “No, don’t.” I grab his lower back, sliding my hands down and grabbing his meaty ass. “Deeper.”

      “But I’m hurting you...” His voice trails off, and I’m forced to open my eyes.

      When I see his expression, it’s all I can do to blink back the sudden tears.

      “Harper, why didn’t you say something?” he hisses.

      “Don’t stop, please. I want this.”

      “I can’t—” His body moves under my hands.

      I know he’ll never touch me again. My virginity is more sacred to him than it is to me. He was fine with fucking a broken thing, but not with breaking me. Before he can escape, I tighten my legs around his waist and buck my hips up.

      The pain is intense and so, so deep when it hits. I gasp, grit my teeth, dig my nails into his skin.

      “Jesus Christ,” he mutters, his eyelids fluttering. “Your little pussy is so fucking tight.”

      I can barely breathe, never mind speak. Jude drops his head, brushing his lips against mine, and slowly forces his way deeper inside me.

      Heat and pain flash through me, and it’s all I can do not to yell at him to stop.

      But then he kisses me, and the pain melts away. It’s still there—a stretching, aching burn in my core—but his hard, languid kiss forces me to focus on his lips, not his cock.

      When he pulls out, I’m almost relieved, but he pushes back into me a second later. The pain is less, but the heat is still there, scorching me.

      “Fuck,” he groans into my ear. “I can’t believe you’re letting me break you.”

      I knew it. This is going to change everything. He might still see this through, making sure I’m good and torn up inside, but will he ever want me again after this? Or will it just remind him of what he stole from me, even though I begged him to take it?

      He kisses my throat, my chin, my cheekbone. And then leans back while he’s buried balls-deep inside my aching core. “Why are you crying?”

      “Because it hurts, you fucker,” I murmur, swiping angrily at my tears.

      “Why are you really crying?” He cups my face in his hands again and starts moving inside me. The friction that builds is torturous—slow and satisfying yet dizzyingly frustrating.

      “Because I don’t want this to end,” I whisper. I try to blink back the tears streaming down my face, but they just keep coming.

      Jude kisses me again, soft and gentle, fucking me so gently I could scream.

      “Princess,” he murmurs against my mouth. “I’ll never be able to get enough of you.”
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      I didn’t think anything could feel anywhere near as good as fucking my stepsister in the ass, but taking her virginity?

      Jesus H. Christ.

      I’m too scared to move faster. There’s pain in her eyes. I can see it in the twist of her mouth, how stiff she holds her body as I fuck her. But I want to pound into her too, to claim her roughly and fully so she won’t ever stray.

      When I see hope sparkle in her eyes, I can’t hold back anymore. I pull out and sit back on my heels, stroking my blood-streaked dick as I stare down at her.

      Sprawled on the blankets, sunshine dappled over her fair skin, she couldn’t be more beautiful, more radiant...more mine.

      I almost come over her then and there, but with an iron grip around the base of my cock I manage to hold back.

      “Open those pretty legs of yours,” I command her. She obeys immediately, but she turns her head away like she’s embarrassed to have me staring between her legs.

      Fuck knows why.

      She’s goddamn perfect.

      “Touch yourself.”

      Her hand snakes down her belly, and she hesitantly starts massaging her clit. “Harder.”

      She obeys with a little whimper, her hips starting to move as she loses herself in her own pleasure. Does she know that I was jerking off to the thought of her doing this every night at midnight? That I’d close my eyes and imagine her hand was the one wrapped around my cock? That she was edging me past sanity until I’d come with the image of my dick deep inside her?

      Sliding a hand under her ass, I lift up her hips, angling her dripping pussy for my cock. She gasps but lets me urge her onto my lap, watching with wide eyes as I guide my aching dick to her cunt.

      She goes rigid when I thrust into her, a strangled gasp rattling out of her throat.

      “You should have told me,” I say again, keeping myself buried inside her without moving. She starts squirming, her fingers moving furiously against her clit. “I could have made this easier for you.”

      But she didn’t want that, did she? I can see it in her eyes. She still thinks she deserves all the hate, all the pain I send her way.

      And for the first time in weeks, I don’t feel like fucking arguing. I’m pissed that she kept something so important from me, like it was her dirty little secret and hers alone. She wouldn’t let me be as gentle as I’d have liked, so this time I’ll be fucking brutal.

      Sinking my fingers into her hips, I hold her in place as I ram deep into her.

      Harper’s mouth falls open. The pain on her face does something goddamn awful to me, but the feel of her tight, virgin pussy resisting me makes it impossible to stop.

      I thrust into her again, this time wrenching a wordless cry from her lips. She starts fighting me, clawing the hands from her hips, trying to wriggle away.

      I love watching her muscles cord and shiver, but she’s got too much fight in her, and I can’t pin her down in this position. So I flip her over and fuck her from behind instead. Her pussy sucks greedily at my cock when I force it into her and clutches me when I try to pull out.

      Settling my full weight on her, I pin her with my body, my legs keeping her wedged open so I can thrust into her harder and harder.

      Her breathless yells merge with my urgent grunts as my balls get ready to empty inside her.

      I brush her hair from her face and trap her mouth with mine, stealing her final yell as my hips jerk forward. Hard, harder...savage.

      My seed pours into her, the world blacking out. I’m dimly aware of Harper’s pants, and then I feel her pussy clench me tighter than ever. She quivers under me, whispering my name like a fucking curse, and that’s when I realize she’s coming again.

      I drag my finger over her back hole, circling only once before pushing the tip inside.

      “Oh, fuck! Jude! God!” she yells, her hips bucking up.

      I wish I was hard again so I could draw out her orgasm for a fucking hour. But when I shove my fingers inside her, she responds with a mournful, “Please, stop.”

      And I do...but only after I drag another reluctant orgasm out of her, one finger in her hole, the other banging her bruised and bloodied cunt.

      She’s sobbing by the time I’m done with her, but when I roll her onto her side and pull her against me, she grabs my arm and nuzzles against me in a tiny little bundle of shivers.

      We lay there until our bodies have cooled, until our muscles have unlocked, until I’m hard and throbbing to be inside her again.

      This time, I never stop kissing her. This time, as I’m about to come, I whisper, “I love you, Harper,” in her ear.

      The shock in her eyes is enough to send me over the edge, but when she whispers, “I love you too,” I fucking explode.

      We only head back to the camp when the sun kisses the jagged peaks of Littlerock Mountain. I have to let her go first, but I pace like a feral beast as I wait to follow.

      I don’t know how I’m going to survive the next four months. Not unless I can have her every day.

      A stolen pair of panties simply won’t be enough anymore.
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      Sheriff Di Toro frowns when I hand him my cell phone, but he takes it without argument. We’ve been in the sheriff’s office in downtown Cinderhart for over an hour. First we had to wait for him to come back from a call out, then we had to wait for him to get his mandatory cup of coffee. That’s what we’ve been drinking ever since we arrived, and damn they make it strong here because I’m bouncing off the fucking walls.

      “What’s this?”

      “Evidence of a crime,” I say.

      Harper is silent beside me. She kept telling me she couldn’t do this. I don’t believe her, not for one second, but she doesn’t have to say a word until it comes time for her to give a statement.

      Di Toro eyes Harper and me suspiciously before tapping the screen. I glance over at Harper as he stares at the phone, and reach over to give her hand a squeeze. She throws me a startled look and quickly pulls away, but not before a blush rises up her cheeks.

      We came home from Camp Joy a week ago. Most days, I still wake up thinking I’m in the Mustang Lodge, wondering why it doesn’t smell like thatch.

      I swear some of the counselors had tears in their eyes when we left. If there’s one thing me and my stepsister have learned to do, it’s to get away with murder. No one suspected a thing the entire time we were there. We served our time, and now we’re back home.

      I don’t want to be careful anymore. I turned nineteen while we were incarcerated, and I know that doesn’t mean shit in the real world, but I feel like a changed man. I couldn’t care less about what people think about Harper and me. All that matters is that we’re in love.

      Pretty soon, this shitty town will be a speck in our rearview mirror.

      “What...?” Di Toro’s face contorts into disgust. But he doesn’t look away. I guess he can’t.

      He’s watching the original video Daniel sent me. The unedited one. The one where it’s pretty damn clear that Harper is fucked out of her mind, and Sean and Eric are about to do the unthinkable to her.

      Di Toro looks up at me, but his eyes slide almost immediately to Harper. “When and where was this taken?”

      “About six months ago,” Harper says. She leans forward, studies the upside-down screen for a second, and then points. “That’s Sean Pembroke, and that’s Eric Keats.”

      I desperately want to grab her hand again. Her voice is strong, not a tremble on her lips, and I’m so fucking proud.

      Sheriff Di Toro turns off my phone and keeps his eyes down. “How old are you?”

      “I’ll be nineteen in November.”

      Di Toro hands me back my phone and laces his fingers, resting on his elbows and staring at us above the mesh. “Why didn’t you come forward sooner?”

      “I was scared,” Harper responds. “And...I guess I was kinda hoping it would all just go away.”

      His eyes move to her. “Did they rape you?”

      Her throat moves as she swallows. I can’t help it—I reach over and grab her shoulder, squeezing her. If the Sheriff thinks anything of the gesture, he doesn’t show it.

      “No,” I say when Harper remains silent. “A friend of mine called me. I...made sure they didn’t get any further.”

      “You stopped them?” Only his eyes move.

      I nod. “They drugged her.” I squeeze her shoulder again. “We think maybe crack? But we’re not sure.”

      Di Toro nods a few times and then stands. “Wait here.”

      He leaves, and I turn to Harper with a grim smile on my face. “See? That wasn’t so bad.”

      “He doesn’t believe me,” she whispers.

      “What?” there’s a laugh in my voice. “We have evidence.”

      The door opens before she can reply, and Harper pulls the two halves of her zipped open hoody closed as Di Toro sinks down into his seat again. He toys with a form, pressing down on it with his fingertips as he twists his wrist.

      “I need you to send me a copy of that video. And I need to know who was filming.”

      “I can’t do that,” I tell him. “The only way I could get a copy of this was to promise that I wouldn’t give his name.”

      “Do you think I care what promises you made?” Di Toro says.

      My stomach coils uneasily. Why the fuck is this guy acting like we’re as suspect as the guys on the fucking video? “I can’t.”

      “I need to verify this—” he points at my cell phone with the back of his pen “—with someone.”

      “My friend—”

      “An unbiased third party.”

      “But he’s their friend.” I open my phone and poise my fingers over the screen. “Where do I send it?”

      Di Toro crosses his arms over his chest, eyes narrowing. “How do I know it wasn’t you who took the video?”

      I almost lose my shit.

      Almost.

      But Harper grabs my hand out of my lap, and this time she squeezes me. When I find her blue eyes, she gives me a faint smile. “It’s okay,” she says quietly. “You can tell him.”

      I grit my teeth. Daniel was in the wrong, for sure, but if he hadn’t sent this video, we wouldn’t even be here. How can I rat him out? But then Harper tilts her head just a little, and I understand.

      “Alex Sutton,” I say. “He...he’s the one that told me she was in trouble.”

      “Before or after he started filming?”

      “I...don’t know.” I shrug. “Honestly, it’s all a blur.”

      Di Toro watches me for another long second, and then puts his head down and starts taking Harper’s statement. It’s painful to hear her recount what she remembers of that horrible event, but what’s worse are the questions Di Toro throws at her, interrogating her like she’s a fucking criminal.

      When we finally walk out of there, she’s leaning against me like her legs can’t support her anymore, and my shirt is wet with her tears.

      If this wasn’t the Sheriff’s office, if I didn’t know how bad it would end, I’d have killed him.

      How dare he make my princess cry? How dare he even think to accuse her of being a slut? The number of questions he’d asked about her alcohol consumption that night, how much weed she’d smoked, why she’d even gone to the party in the first place...it was disgusting.

      We walk out into dull, late afternoon sunshine. As soon as we’re around the corner and out of sight of the main road, I wrap Harper in a hug. She resists for a millisecond before melting against me with a heavy sigh.

      “Why did that feel so wrong?” she murmurs.

      “Because they’re used to protecting those guys,” I say, leaning back and cupping her face in my hands. “The Pembrokes are one of the oldest families in Cinderhart. Sean’s dad isn’t one of the higher-ups in that family tree, but they’d still do anything to protect one of their own.”

      “Is he going to get away with it?” she whispers.

      Staring into those sky-blue eyes, all I want to say is “no.” But I can’t lie to her. I’m done with that life. But that doesn’t mean I can’t make a promise of my own.

      “He’s going to pay, Harper.” I draw her against me again, stroking her head and inhaling the smell of her until it feels like my lungs want to split open.

      I don’t know why I just told her that, but it doesn’t matter. Whatever it takes, I’ll make sure Sean Pembroke doesn’t just walk away with a slap on his wrist. He’ll get what’s coming to him. If the cops won’t do it...then I’ll have to take care of it myself.

      Sliding my hands down Harper’s body, I give her ass a rough squeeze. She squeals, blinking up at me with surprise before glancing around to make sure no one saw us.

      God, I can’t wait until we’re out of here so she can stop looking over her shoulder.

      “Hey...I know we said we’d wait until we graduate, but...”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “But what?”

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here. Now. Tonight.”

      Harper studies me for the longest time, her eyes searching mine, but then she shakes her head. “No, Jude.” She puts her hand on my chest, and I swear her warmth makes my heart swell to double its size. “We have to graduate. We made a promise to each other.”

      That we did.

      But I won’t lie—it’s a promise I wouldn’t mind breaking. I can’t wait for the day Harper is all mine...and I don’t have to hide our love away anymore. With her by my side maybe, just maybe, I’ll make it.

      I don’t have a choice. I love her too much.

      
        
        The End
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        Loved Jude and Harper’s story?

        Download their exclusive epilogue by joining my newsletter list!

        Read the Hate You epilogue now.
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Saint View Strip, #1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cops and strippers go together like…they don’t.

      

        

      
        I’m the ruling queen of Saint View Strip. After growing up poor, taking my clothes off and dancing for men is all I know. My thriving club and the people I employ are everything. They’re my ride or die, and I’m theirs.

      

        

      
        Nobody is taking them away from me.

      

        

      
        So when a local politician announces plans to bulldoze everything I’ve spent the last ten years working for, I won’t be silenced.

      

        

      
        Not by some suit.

      

        

      
        And not by the cops.

      

        

      
        Joshua Boston can arrest me all he wants. He can come at me with strong arms and piercing eyes that make my insides tingle. He can push me up against the wall and cuff me all day long.

      

        

      
        I’ll still hate him.

      

        

      
        I’ll still want him.

      

        

      
        In this town of gangs, shootings, and dangers around every corner, no one is safe.  I’m no damsel in distress, but when a violent threat ups the stakes, it’s Boston I’m forced to turn to.

      

        

      
        We may hate each other, but the real enemy is the one neither of us will see coming.
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      “Pretty sure I’m going to burst into Hell-spawned flame if I step one toe over that threshold, Eve.” Augie stared at the quaint whitewashed church with the same sort of expression he had when it was his week to clean the bathrooms at the club. He crossed his arms over his broad chest, nose wrinkled as if the entire thing was offensive to his morals. If he’d had any.

      Lyric stopped beside him, her long red hair flowing down her back in waves, and squinted past the crowds milling around us on the church lawn. “As much as I hate to agree with Augie about anything, I’m with him this time. What the hell?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be dramatic.” Though dramatic was both Augie’s and Lyric’s middle name. Which was exactly why I hadn’t told either of them where the press conference was taking place. Neither would have come. I actually hadn’t told any of my crew where we were going. I’d just said I needed help with something, and the four of them had piled into my car willingly.

      But now, even Phoenix’s usually quiet demeanor felt more like he was waiting for an explanation, and Fawn who was usually all sunshine and rainbows, nibbled on a fingernail nervously.

      I grabbed her hand, pulling Fawn’s fingers away from her mouth. “Hey. You’re not going to spontaneously combust because we’re at a church.”

      “I know that.” But she didn’t look entirely convinced.

      “You worried about being struck down by some almighty being, too?” I asked Phoenix.

      His gaze raked over the milling crowd, who all edged around us as though we were a pond of alligators, ready to launch out of the water, snap our jaws around their ankles, and drag them down into the murky depths of our lair. One older lady, in her Sunday best, gaped up at Phoenix with his tattoos, scars, and scowl. He gave her a moment. At six foot five, and a wall of pure muscle, Phoenix was used to people staring at him. But when she made no move to carry on, he leaned down and whispered, “Boo.”

      The woman gasped and scuttled off deeper into the crowd, darting glances back at him as she went.

      I sighed. “I can’t take you guys anywhere.”

      “Not true,” Lyric piped up. “Bar? Good. Beach? Good. Church?” She stuck both thumbs up then made a show of turning them upside down. “Seriously, though, what are we doing here? If you’re hoping to save our souls, you probably should have told us to dress down a little.”

      Lyric’s tiny shorts barely covered her perfect ass, and a low-cut top showed a healthy amount of her impressive cleavage. She wasn’t wearing a bra, she had no need to, her boobs were courtesy of a great surgeon and sat high and proud without the assistance of an underwire.

      “You look great,” I told her. “But that’s beside the point. We aren’t here for some god to judge your clothes. Or your sins.” If there was a God, He already knew our sins, and between the five of us, we had plenty.

      I handed Lyric a creased piece of paper. “You’re here for moral support.”

      She took the paper, running a long bright-pink fingernail beneath one of the corners to unfold it. She glanced over the neatly printed writing and then stared up at me with big eyes. “What the fuck?”

      Heads turned around us, and Lyric glowered in their direction. “What? You never heard someone drop an F-bomb in your life? Get outta here.”

      Augie snatched the paper from her hand, and Phoenix and Fawn read over his shoulders. Augie was practically vibrating with anger by the time he got to the bottom of the page. “They’re trying to shut us down?”

      I took the notice back from him, tucking it inside my purse once more. “Yes.”

      “Unfuckingbelieveable,” he swore, none too softly, earning him more stares. “Who does this guy think he is?”

      I pointed to one of the signs hammered into the grass. Right in the center, a middle-aged man stared out with an overly enthusiastic smile that showed off almost every single one of his pearly-white teeth. Lines crinkled at the corners of blue eyes, and a crisp white shirt, navy suit jacket, and matching tie completed the look. There was no mistaking a photo like that. They were reserved solely for real estate agents and politicians.

      William Reed was definitely the latter.

      “Speak of the devil…” I murmured, a sleek black limousine rolling up and stopping at the curb.

      “And he shall appear,” Lyric drawled.

      William slid out of the fancy car, and the crowd around us cheered like he was some returning hero. They pushed forward, and the police appeared out of nowhere, calling for everyone to stay back and give them room.

      William smiled widely, waving to his milling supporters, then eventually turned his attention back to the car, offering his wife a hand. She placed her fingers in his and allowed him to help her out. Two others followed, one a teenage girl and a slightly older guy.

      “Who are they?”

      I glanced up at Phoenix. “You mean, who is he?” His gaze was trained firmly on the mayoral candidate’s son.

      Phoenix shrugged and turned away.

      I sidled closer. “His name is Dylan. He’s twenty-one…”

      “How do you know that?”

      I shrugged. “I did my homework after I saw the notice about all this.”

      Phoenix didn’t answer. But I didn’t miss the way he tracked Dylan through the crowd until he and his family reached the church steps. An assistant handed him a microphone, his family taking up spots behind in support.

      “Imagine being the son of a politician,” Augie mused. “Must be nice. All that money and tennis lessons and fancy houses.”

      None of us commented. At the microphone, William Reed cleared his throat, capturing the attention of his supporters. “Thank you all for coming out on this glorious day. Certainly does feel like summer is in the air, doesn’t it?”

      There were nods and murmurs of agreement.

      “We’re only weeks away from the local elections now, and so I want to delve into the real reason we’re here today, gathered at our church. We all know Providence is a great area. Most of you probably grew up here and raised your families on these very streets surrounding us. Am I right?”

      Lyric sniffed. “Oh yes,” she mocked beneath her breath. “We all grew up in mansions with silver spoons in our mouths.”

      I shushed her, though I could have said the same thing. Internally, I resented the suit assuming everybody here was Providence born and bred. Never mind that Providence shared a border with Saint View, one of the poorest towns around.

      And home for the five of us.

      “We love our hometown. It’s full of great schools, parks, and opportunities for our children to thrive. My own children grew up here, so Providence is in our blood.”

      “Gag me with that silver spoon.” Augie scowled. “This guy is so smarmy.”

      “That’s a big word for you,” Lyric quipped back playfully.

      He stuck his middle finger up at her with a grin.

      “Shut up, would you?” I had to interrupt their squabbling, or they’d go on and on for hours. “I’m trying to listen.”

      William carried on like we weren’t already attracting attention. “But we all know why we’re here today. It’s the one thing so many of you have brought up to me when I’ve seen you having coffee in our bakery, and the same thing you’ve told me right here on this lawn after Sunday morning mass. It’s the elephant in every room, and the hot-button topic my esteemed opponent is too afraid to discuss. But I’m not.”

      He gazed out over the crowd, pausing for dramatic effect.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “Spit it out, old man. Some of us have better things to do. Just say the words. Saint View.”

      Fawn tittered beside me.

      William, finally done with his meaningful stares, opened his mouth once more. “Saint View.”

      “Hallelujah,” I huffed. “It’s a miracle he actually got to the point before I went gray.”

      William’s prewritten spiel carried on, despite my comments. “Saint View is the one problem our current mayor won’t tackle. He sweeps it under the rug like it doesn’t affect each and every one of us.”

      There were nods of approval all around, and I gaped at their bobbing heads, stunned these people seemed to agree with him.

      Though I really shouldn’t have been. We were no strangers to residents of Providence looking at us like we were gum stuck to their shoe.

      “Saint View drags our property prices down. The crime rate is high, and it spills over into Providence. The housing situation there is dire. Many areas need to be completely demolished and rebuilt, and I have plans for all of that. Starting with Saint View Strip, the main road that runs through the center of the town.”

      That was why I was here. That was why, instead of enjoying my day off and spending the unseasonably warm weather at the beach in a bikini, working on my tan, I was here, risking God shooting down a lightning bolt because a sinner like me dared step foot on His holy ground.

      But some things were worth fighting for.

      And the strip was one of them.

      “What’s wrong with the strip?” Augie yelled out.

      William peered through the crowd, trying to find the source of the question. When his gaze landed on Augie, then slid to the rest of us standing shoulder to shoulder, his lip flickered in disgust.

      It wasn’t lost on any of us. Augie stiffened beside me, and Fawn put a hand on his arm.

      He glanced down at her, relaxing visibly.

      This was exactly why I’d brought her. She was an Augie muffler, and sometimes, the guy needed it.

      William was completely unaware he’d set off Augie and his ticking time bomb, though. He scoffed into the microphone. “I think the question is what’s right with it. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Once you see what’s beneath these cloths, I think you’ll all be very excited for the changes ahead.” He pulled the cloth off a large posterboard to one side with the flourish of a magician. “These are my plans for Saint View Strip.”

      A gasp ripped from my throat, but it was lost in the clapping of the crowd.

      “My plans are to demolish every building and replace them with a new lineup of stores and services. I’ve already had interest from a yoga studio and a health food store, and we’ll continue searching for other high-quality businesses that will service the entire area, both Providence and Saint View.”

      Lyric turned to me with wide eyes. “Is this guy for real? He wants to knock down the entire strip to put in yoga studios? He can’t do that!”

      Damn right he couldn’t.

      “Excuse me,” I called.

      William glanced quickly in my direction, took in what I was wearing and the people I stood with, and carried on like I hadn’t spoken. “Once the construction is finished on the strip, we’ll move into the residential areas. I have developers…”

      I raised one eyebrow. I’d come here willing to be civil. Willing to put forward my objections calmly and professionally. But I hadn’t come here to be looked down on. For my voice to be dismissed because I wasn’t wearing a flowered dress with a fucking petticoat beneath.

      I pushed my way through the crowd until I stood at the front. Without checking, I knew the others stood behind me. They always had my back. Just like I had theirs.

      “I said, excuse me,” I interrupted.

      William finally glanced down at me from his spot on the podium. “Yes?”

      “Have you actually asked the people who live in Saint View what they want?”

      William was smooth as honey, and it dripped from his sickly sweet words. “Just like every other member of this community, Saint View residents have had the opportunity to express their needs and wants at town meetings.”

      “Town meetings held in Saint View?” I asked.

      William’s smile faltered an inch. “Well, no. The meetings were held here in Providence.”

      I nodded, like I completely understood his point. “Right, so all the members of the Saint View community, a large number of which don’t have access to a vehicle, they were just supposed to walk here?”

      He smiled tolerantly, though as close as I was, it was clear to me it was forced. “I can’t be expected to personally chauffeur the entire community now, can I?’ He chuckled, and his followers laughed right along with him, like the poor excuse for public transport in Saint View was something to laugh at.

      It wasn’t.

      “Did you even tell anyone in Saint View about these meetings? Did you send letters to those families, the way you did here in Providence?”

      His stare turned challenging. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      The insult was ingrained in his tone. The put-down. The clear, I’m from Providence, you’re from Saint View line in the sand that had existed for as long as I could remember.

      I wasn’t playing into that. “Actually, I didn’t receive any sort of notice about this meeting. I live in Saint View. I own two properties there, as well as a business on the strip. But not one of those properties received this flyer.” I held up the notice about the meeting. “This, I got from my hairdresser, in Providence. It was pinned on her front desk, and when I walked back to my car after my appointment, I saw most of the businesses there had notices up about it, too. If I hadn’t needed a haircut this week, I wouldn’t have had a clue about any of this.”

      There was a titter of uncomfortable laughter that only riled me up more.

      “Well, I’ll have to look into that. But as I was saying—”

      My blood boiled over. I would not be dismissed. Not by some privileged old white guy who had never roughed it a day in his life. He had no idea of what Saint View was like. He’d never lived in a tiny, government-owned house that was so derelict it should have been condemned. He’d never had to wonder where his next meal was coming from. Who was he to pretend he knew what the people of Saint View needed? He didn’t know shit if he thought we needed yoga studios. There was no representation here. None except for me and the four people who stood at my side.

      If we had to be Saint View’s voice, then we would be.

      “What about the businesses already on the strip? What happens to us? My business puts food in the mouths of my employees’ families. It pays for clothing, education. What happens to them when you close us down?”

      Augie, Fawn, Lyric, and Phoenix all shouted their agreement. We might be outnumbered, but we would be loud if we had to be. We would be loud for all the people who didn’t get to be here to have their say.

      William held his hand up, calling for silence. “And who exactly are you, Miss…”

      “Hawkins. Eve Hawkins.”

      A flash of recognition streaked across his face. He looked down at the piece of paper on his podium. “The same Eve Hawkins who owns Saint View Strip Club?”

      An old woman to my left frowned, pursing her thin, wrinkled lips together. “Strip club? The Devil lives in those places. Shame on you.”

      I suppressed the urge to sneer in her face. They could try shaming me all they wanted. It wasn’t anything I hadn’t heard before. “Lady, your husband probably spends all his Friday nights at my club. Don’t go acting like you’re all high and mighty.”

      The woman gasped and turned away.

      Augie chuckled his delight behind me.

      “There’s no need for language like that, Miss Hawkins. This is a peaceful discussion. If you can’t keep your tongue in check, I suggest you go back where you came from.” William nodded to the police officers at his side. At his command, the officers moved down in front of him, forming a barrier between me and the politician’s family.

      “Where I came from?” I seethed as the officers filed into place. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “Settle down.”

      My attention snapped to the police officer who had issued the warning. My gaze rolled up his solid chest only to be met with the most beautiful hazel eyes I’d ever seen. I did a double take, absorbing the details of his face, partially obscured by his cap. A strong jaw covered by a light dusting of dark stubble, and full lips that were currently drawn into a frown.

      He would have been hot if he weren’t glaring at me.

      It took me a second to compose myself long enough to glare back. “I’m sure you didn’t just tell me to settle down, like I was some sort of overexcited dog. I have a right to be here and speak my mind.”

      “And I have the right to arrest you for making a public disturbance. I don’t want to do that, which is why I politely asked you to settle down.”

      Anger bubbled up inside me. Another rich white dude trying to lord his power over me. “This is my business he’s trying to destroy.”

      William huffed in my direction. “I’m not trying to destroy anything. I’m trying to make Saint View better. We need to attract wealthy investors and tourists. We cannot do that when the strip is overrun by prostitutes and sex clubs.”

      “Prostitutes!” Anger flushed through me, hot and raw.

      “Oh no he didn’t.” Lyric stepped forward, fingers clenched into fists, only to come eye to eye with another police officer.

      They tightened their ranks around us while the rest of the crowd backed away nervously.

      “Oh yes he did.” Augie’s growl was menacing. He didn’t even have a leg to stand on. I knew for a fact he took on personal clients, and there was a lot more than just dancing going on at those parties. But he wasn’t doing that at my club. The man was a grown adult. He could do what he liked in his free time as far as I was concerned. So hypocrite or not, I was grateful for the backup.

      “Nobody at my club is trading sex for money. We’re dancers. Entertainers. Last I checked, there was nothing wrong with that. This is bullshit!” My voice came out shriller than I wanted it to, but screw them and their assumptions.

      “Seriously,” my cop said quietly. “You need to stop.”

      But I was beyond stopping. I was fired up, blood hot, and not going home without a fight. “Or what? We just want to be heard. We want to actually be consulted about what happens in our neighborhood. And instead we’re here, in yours, being told that our livelihoods are being stripped away in favor of a yoga studio! Nobody in Saint View is doing any downward fucking dogs, cop!”

      William sighed heavily into the microphone. “Officers, can we please remove the disturbance? There are other people who came here to be heard. I believe Ms. Hawkins has overstayed her welcome.”

      “Time to go.” The cop stepped in closer, putting his hands on my bare arms.

      A spark of electricity shot through my entire body at his touch. I jolted, my gaze slamming into his once more. For a moment he held it, while I drowned in his eyes. Damn, they were gorgeous.

      But the real world came crashing back at a scream from Fawn as she was manhandled through the crowd. Augie launched himself after her, trying to get her away from the officers. Three more swarmed in, surrounding him, too.

      The moment between me and the officer disintegrated.

      His gaze narrowed into one of frustration. “Get your people under control, before we arrest the lot of you.”

      But anger, outrage, and healthy dose of lust swirled my blood. There was no backing down now. I grabbed one of William’s campaign posters, ripping down the center in defiance.

      William squawked from the podium. “That’s destruction of property! I want her arrested.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Shut up.”

      The cop’s grip on my arms tightened and he hustled me through the crowd toward the squad cars in the parking lot.

      “Are you really going to arrest me over ripping up a sign?”

      “Are you going to leave quietly if I don’t?”

      I snorted. “I think we both know the answer to that is a big fat hell no, don’t we?”

      He pressed his lips together like I was impossible. “I hope you enjoy handcuffs then.”

      I almost told him I might have if we’d been in another setting.

      He pushed me up against his squad car, his chest pressed to my back. But he was careful not to hurt me. His grip was tight but not punishing.

      And when he slapped cuffs on my wrists it was the gentlest arrest I’d ever had.
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      Eve Hawkins was not only the most beautiful woman I’d ever had in the back of my squad car, but she was also the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen in my life. I drove her back to the station, darting little glances at her in the rearview mirror.

      “You can quit looking at me,” she deadpanned, halfway there. “I’m not going anywhere. I can’t exactly bust out when I’ve got cuffs on, can I?”

      “To be honest, I wouldn’t put it past you. You kinda seem the type.”

      “The type to stage a breakout? You’re driving fifty miles an hour. Even if I could get the cuffs off, I’d have to get past the locks, and then if I managed that, face-planting onto asphalt sounds painful. I don’t want to get away from you that badly. We both know this is a bullshit charge.”

      “It didn’t have to be a charge at all, if you’d just listened to me in the first place.”

      “Like when you told me to settle down?” Her voice dripped with disdain.

      “You really have a problem with that term, don’t you?”

      “It’s insulting. It implies I didn’t have a reason to be pissed off with that old prude. He called me a fucking prostitute. Which would be fine if I were one. But I’m not. He just wants us out of town so he can line his own pockets with money. What a load of crap, having that meeting at the church. Like he’s some sort of purer-than-white Christian man who can do no wrong. You think he hasn’t been in my club? I bet you anything he has. Bet you have, too.”

      “Actually, I haven’t.” My gaze met hers in the rearview mirror.

      “Huh. I actually believe you. What kind of stick do you have up your ass? You don’t like naked women?” She cocked her head to one side, studying me. “Ah. Girls aren’t your thing? We have guys, too. Augie and Phoenix are hot. You’d like them. Maybe they’ll give you a freebie lap dance back at the police station since you probably arrested them, too.”

      Jesus Christ. This woman went from zero to one hundred in the space of seconds. “I like naked women just fine. I’ve just never been to your club.”

      We pulled up outside the police station, and I went to her door to let her out, trying not to notice her long tanned legs and the shapely curve of her bare thighs. Her miniskirt hugged her ass, her shirt showing a sliver of toned midriff. It took everything I had inside me to concentrate on actually getting her through the doors. We were the first to arrive, though I knew the other squad cars had her friends. We’d arrested the group of them at the request of the mayoral candidate, but nothing would come of it. We’d throw them into holding for a little while, let them think about what they’d done, and then let them go. Nobody had the time or the patience to fill out the paperwork for a minor disturbance when nobody even got hurt. I was pretty sure Eve knew it, too. She seemed completely unconcerned by the fact she was currently in handcuffs.

      I bypassed the front desk, guiding her to the holding cells. At the doorway, we stopped, and I turned her to face me while I undid her restraints. I’d put them on carefully, but I didn’t like the pink chafing they were causing around her wrists.

      She didn’t seem to notice, or care. She glanced up at me through her long, dark eyelashes. “We’ve been all up in each other’s business today. You aren’t going to buy me dinner, so you should probably at least tell me your name.”

      I paused, hand on the cell door. God. She was so fucking hot. If I’d met her in some other sort of circumstance, even in a crowded room she would have been the first woman to turn my head. I allowed myself a momentary fantasy, where we met at a club and I bought her a drink. She looked up at me the way she was staring at me now, but there, in my fantasy, I had the ability to do something about it. I had the ability to lean in, kiss her mouth, and take her home with me for the night.

      Here, all I had the ability to do was walk away.

      “Boston,” I told her. “Joshua Boston. Have a nice day, Ms. Hawkins. I hope I don’t see you again.”
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      After leaving Eve in the cells, I went upstairs to my desk and waited for my partner to return.

      Jayela wasn’t far behind, slumping into her seat across from mine. “You want to hang out tonight? Mae will have something made for dinner, and we can invite Tori over, too.”

      I hesitated. Mae was Jayela’s little sister, and I’d basically adopted her as my own sibling after years of hanging out in the apartment they shared. Tori, Mae’s best friend, was often the fourth to our group, her husband, Will, sometimes bringing our hangouts to five.

      Jayela raised an eyebrow when I didn’t answer immediately. “You got better plans? Hot date?”

      “Nah. Nothing like that. I was just going to stick around to release the church protestors.”

      “How long are we going to hold them for?”

      I glanced at my watch. “What time does the politician’s rally finish?”

      The door to the station opened, admitting William Reed himself.

      Jayela nodded in his direction. “It’s done, I guess.”

      I groaned quietly. “What does he want now?”

      The man was disheveled after Eve’s little scene. His expensive navy suit was unbuttoned, and his tie had disappeared.

      The chief came out of his office to shake hands with Reed. My gaze met his across the room, and he pointed at me, like we knew each other. The chief waved me over, and I got to my feet grudgingly.

      Jayela chuckled behind me. “Have fun with that.”

      I peered over my shoulder at her. “Yeah, thanks. I wonder what bullshit he wants to tout now. Let the Reed protestors go soon. Maybe keep Eve Hawkins an extra hour or two. She’s the ringleader. Let her stew a little longer before you turn her out. Maybe it’ll knock some sense into her.”

      I doubted it. But it was worth a shot.

      “Sounds like a plan, partner. You better go, the chief and the politician are waiting. Hey, Boston. What do you get when a chief, a politician, and a cop walk into an office?”

      I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to answer her own joke.

      “A really boring meeting. Better you than me!” She spun around on her chair with the sort of grin that only appeared when she amused herself.

      “If it’s possible, I think your jokes are actually getting worse.” But she was right. Whatever the chief was calling me in for wasn’t going to be anything exciting. I walked on slow feet across the station and into his office without knocking.

      Both men lifted their heads, and the chief motioned for me to take the seat beside Reed.

      I took it reluctantly. If I’d had my way, I probably would have been arrested right alongside Eve. This guy didn’t know it, but I’d grown up in Saint View, too. And I didn’t like his plans for my old stomping grounds any more than Eve did. Yes, there were problems there. Problems that needed addressing and money to fix. But everybody knew what he’d been doing by holding that town meeting in Providence and not in Saint View itself. The man was a coward and probably corrupt. Pretty typical of the politicians in this area. None of it sat well with me.

      “Here he is, the man of the day.” William held a hand out.

      The fake compliment annoyed me, but I had enough manners to shake his hand. “Pretty sure you’re the man of the day, aren’t you?”

      The chief shot me a look full of exasperation.

      The question had come out kind of snappy. I tried to soften my expression into something a little more friendly. Or at least something more professional.

      Reed slapped me on the shoulder and pumped my hand up and down. “So modest. I wanted to come in and thank you personally.”

      My eyebrows knit together. “For what?”

      “You saved my life out there today. Those protesters were really getting out of hand, and you removed them quickly and calmly.”

      I blinked. What danger was he even talking about? Sure, Eve had two big guys with her, but neither had been interested in the politician. They only morphed into action once we’d started trying to move the women out. Nobody had even gone near Reed or his family.

      But the chief was nodding at me with emphasis, obviously wanting me to take the man’s praise.

      I forced the words I knew he wanted to hear. “Of course. Just doing my job.”

      “Well, you do it well. I was very impressed today. And I’d like to request that you attend all my future public outings.”

      I frowned. “That’s not really the sort of work—”

      “Boston would be happy to do that for you, Candidate Reed. I’ll make sure he’s available anytime you need him. If you just send me over your schedule, we’ll get it handled.”

      The chief and I had a silent battle with our eyes across his desk. Mine saying, “What the fuck, boss?” His saying, “Shut up and do as you’re told.”

      He won. But I wasn’t happy about it.

      “Good. And I want you all to investigate Eve Hawkins.”

      My head snapped up at the mention of Eve’s name. I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact she was downstairs in lockup. Every cell in my body itched to go down there and check on her, even though she was obviously more than capable of holding her own and really did need some time to cool off. “Why? We arrested her today, but we can’t keep her. She ripped up a sign. That’s not really a chargeable offence.”

      “The running of a sex club is.”

      “She runs a strip club, not a sex club.”

      “That’s not what my sources tell me.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Reliable sources?”

      “Firsthand sources.”

      “I’ll need their names.”

      “Can’t give you that. You have to do the grunt work yourself, Officer Boston. But just know, if you dig, you’ll find the truth. Eve Hawkins’ strip club is not above board. And neither is she.”

      The chief stood, offering his hand to William once more. “We’ll make sure it’s properly investigated. Don’t you worry about that. And just send over a copy of your schedule so I can make sure Boston is available when you need him.”

      The two men shook hands, but I didn’t bother getting out of my chair. William left the office without either of us saying goodbye. The moment the door closed behind him, I pinned my boss with accusations.

      “I’m his bodyguard now? Nothing even happened at that rally. He talked smack, and he got the same attitude back. His life was never in danger.”

      “William Reed is going to be the next mayor of this town. Have you seen the popularity polls? He’s got this in the bag, Boston. Be smart. You think we don’t need a man like that on our side?”

      I ground my molars together. I knew he had a point. “I don’t believe anything is happening at Eve Hawkins’ club.”

      “Do you know that for sure, though? An accusation has been made.”

      “With no proof to back it up.”

      “Would it really hurt you to look into it, though? I’ll get a search warrant.”

      “There’s no grounds for one.”

      “Grounds are easily fabricated. Come on, you know this.”

      I might have known it, but it didn’t mean I liked it. It didn’t mean it was the way I played the game. But sometimes orders came from the top. I knew that better than anyone.

      The chief eyed me. “You going to take this case, or do I need to assign it to someone else more willing to be a team player? We’ve spoken about this before.”

      My patience frayed. “Like when you forced me to accept bribes from the Saint View Sinners?”

      The street gang was notorious in Saint View, and their dirty money had been lining my pockets for months. Never for long, because every time I took a payment, it went straight into an evidence bag that I then dumped on the chief’s desk.

      The chief narrowed his eyes. “Watch yourself. Those orders came from higher up than me. We needed someone on the inside, and you were the one they picked. You should be grateful for the honor.”

      “What honor is that exactly? You won’t even let me tell my partner.”

      The older man shook his head. “We’re all on a need-to-know basis. Bringing anyone else in could be dangerous. You want that sitting on your conscience if something happens to her?”

      “So I’m just supposed to lie? Keep sitting beside her every time she has a gut feeling and wants to watch their hangouts?”

      “I’ll talk to her and tell her to stay out of their territory.” He ran his hands through his graying hair. “You two are fucking killing me, you know that, right? Just follow the rules, would you? Quit questioning everything and you’ll be a whole lot happier. Focus on the strip club case.”

      This is what I hated about being a cop. I so desperately wanted to do good. It was why I’d joined the force in the first place. But from day one, any good I did manage was always tainted by the bad, the corrupt, the dirty. And this operation reeked of foul play. I couldn’t prove it, but there was no transparency. Everything was all, “Do as you’re told. Don’t ask why,” and none of it sat well with me.

      But I’d been outranked time and time again, and my questions always fell on deaf ears. This was the side of the department I tried to shield my partner from because I didn’t want Jayela to know the true nature of the beast we found ourselves swallowed up by. Her ideals were still pure. And I wanted to keep them that way. Because she reminded me of why I’d started this job, and why I kept going even though the parts like this made it hard.

      The chief was right. I needed to get my head in the game and just concentrate on the current case.

      Eve’s dark hair, tumbling in soft, pretty curls, floated through my mind. Her dark eyes staring up at me through long lashes.

      I didn’t want anyone else dealing with her.

      “Fine.” I snatched the paperwork from the chief’s hands. “I’ll look into Eve Hawkins’ strip club and make sure there’s nothing more than lap dances going on there.”
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      I stomped inside the club, wishing I’d had the forethought to put on boots instead of flip-flops. Flip-flops thwacking against the concrete floors was not nearly as satisfying as a pair of heavy thumping boots would have been. I suspected I looked more like a duck than I wanted to. But I’d been too pissed off and short on time to really consider my choice of footwear.

      “Eve!” Fawn flew out of the kitchen and across the main room, throwing herself at me. “Oh my God. You’re out! I seriously thought they were going to charge you, they kept you so long.”

      “Tell me about it,” I grumped. I’d spent hours in the holding cell at the police station this afternoon. They’d released Fawn first, then Lyric. I’d expected that I would get to leave soon after. But that hadn’t been the case. I’d sat there for hours, twiddling my thumbs and staring at the ugly cinderblock wall. I’d glanced up every time a guard had walked past, but none of them had been the hot cop. Every minute that ticked by, my irritation grew. I knew the others would open the club and cover for me if I didn’t make it into work. But it was hardly the point. It wasn’t their responsibility to run the club. It was mine. And being stuck in this tiny cell, for no good reason, was preventing me from doing that. “They only let me out an hour ago. By the time I got through the paperwork, and got a taxi back to my car, I barely had time to go home and grab my stuff before I had to come here. I need a shower. I feel like a sewer pig.”

      Fawn giggled.

      “What?”

      “A sewer pig? Are they the cousins of those Ninja Turtles?”

      I sniggered, and Fawn’s grin grew. I slung an arm around her slim shoulders. “Funny, kid.”

      Fawn never failed to mellow me. She was like the daughter I was too young to have. At twenty-two, she was ten years my junior, and while I’d never wanted kids of my own, something about Fawn had woken up some dormant maternal part in me. Maybe it was her small stature that made her seem younger than she actually was. Or her quiet, timid nature. Or perhaps it was just the pure fact that she’d arrived on my doorstep, a disheveled mess, desperate for a job. I’d taken one look at her and known she was meant to be a part of the little family we’d created here.

      Even Augie had a soft spot for her. And Augie didn’t like anybody, so that was saying something.

      The two of us walked out the back to the women’s changing rooms, and I dumped my stuff in my locker. Lyric was already sitting at one of the makeup tables, coating her eyelashes in thick black mascara.

      Her gaze met mine in the mirror, and she jumped up with a squeal of excitement. “You’re out!”

      I smiled into her soft red hair, inhaling the familiar scent. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”

      She leaned back, her hands on her hips, and pouted at me. “Pity. Because I have actually planned something. I mean, somebody had to step in while you weren’t here. They might have locked you up and thrown away the key.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “For ripping up a sign, Lyric? Really? You got your eye on my job?” But I was stifling a grin. Though I was technically their boss, that wasn’t really how we rolled around here. They all knew their jobs, I didn’t have to ride their asses. They wanted to make money, and so did I. We all worked as a team. And we respected each other like family.

      “Nah. I’ve got my hands too full with Amelia. I don’t need a day job, as well as a night job. But! I did sit here, stewing on the fact that you were still in jail, and brainstormed some revenge ideas.” She strutted back to her table and pulled out a folded piece of paper from her purse.

      I took the paper from her, unfolding it carefully, while glancing over the top at her. When I gazed down at the list, I had to stifle a laugh. “Good to see you used your time this afternoon productively.” I started reading off the items. “Number one. Blowup William Reed’s car.”

      “I like that one,” Augie called out from the adjoining male dressing room. It was really all one big room, but when we brought the guys on, we’d separated into male and female areas with a curtain. Not that it really mattered. We all seen each other naked a thousand times. It kind of went with the territory at a strip club. None of us even batted an eyelash anymore. But it was a gesture of respect anyway.

      “You would,” I called back through the curtain. “We’re not blowing up anyone’s car.”

      Lyric went back to applying her makeup, picking up a brush and blending the foundation onto her cheeks. “I told you guys she’d never go for that one. We have alternatives. Keep reading.”

      “Number two. Find out a deep dark secret and share it with the world.” I pondered that one for a moment. “I like it. But it sounds like a time-intensive project. And honestly? What are the odds of Mr. Vanilla, an upstanding Christian man, even having a deep dark secret? The guy had us arrested for ripping up a sign. He is the sort of man who probably never even got in a fist fight in high school.”

      “I never got in a fist fight in high school either,” Fawn said.

      I patted her on the shoulder. “Of course you didn’t. Because you’re a sweetheart. Lyric, how many have you been in?”

      “Couldn’t even count. You?”

      “I grew up in Saint View. What do you think?”

      “Okay, well now I feel left out. You’re both badasses. And I’m a wimp. Who wants to fight? Come on, I’m twenty-two, and I apparently missed a rite of passage.” She lifted her fists and danced around like a boxer.

      Lyric and I both eyed her and cringed. I reached over and raised Fawn’s fists so they actually protected her face. “Sweetie, it would be like punching a kitten. And even Lyric isn’t mean enough to punch a kitten.”

      Fawn dropped her fighter’s stance. “Fine. But check out number three. That was my suggestion.”

      “Pin the Penis on the Politician party.” I glanced up at her. “This was your idea?”

      Her face dropped. “Yeah. Sorry. It’s stupid, I know. Childish.”

      “Actually, I kind of love it.”

      Fawn lit up like she’d won the lottery. “Really?”

      I leaned in and kissed her cheek. “It’s the perfect revenge. Everybody around here hates politicians. Who wouldn’t come for the chance to pin a penis on one? Or at least, a poster of one. I’m going to start practicing now, so I can get my dick right in the middle.” I tapped Fawn in the same spot on her own forehead, and she grinned.

      A warm feeling settled over me. I liked when she was happy. We all did. Lyric was smiling at her warmly in the mirror as well.

      “We’ll start promoting it immediately. I’ll get some graphics made up, and we’ll post them on Facebook, maybe even do a mass mailing. And unlike the mayoral candidate, we’ll mail everyone. Including Providence. Including his house.”

      Phoenix’s grumbling tone carried through from behind the curtain. “You sure that’s a good idea, boss?”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “It’ll get us in trouble, for sure. But what’s new? It’s kind of my middle name.”

      I couldn’t see Phoenix’s reaction, but I could imagine that the big man was probably just shaking his head. He’d worked here for over two years now. He was used to my troublemaking schemes.

      I clapped my hands together. “Anyway, we need to finish getting ready. We’re going to have to switch up the order. I need to go last tonight, I’m not even close to ready.”

      Lyric stood, adjusting her glitter-covered cleavage in a low-cut top and grabbed Fawn’s hand on her way to the stage door. “We got your back. Take your time. We’ll entertain the boys until you’re ready.”

      I blew them both a kiss and then sank down into the chair Lyric had vacated. From out in the club, chatter had already picked up, so I knew that Terry, our bouncer, had started letting people in for the night. Our DJ, Lucinda, cranked up the volume on her speakers, and in a few minutes, once the club had started filling up a little, she’d play Fawn’s opening song.

      I hurried through my getting-ready rituals. Old makeup off and the quickest shower ever. I blew out my long dark hair into barrel curls. Heaped on the eyeliner and added fake lashes even though my regular lashes were fairly decent to begin with. I wasn’t a huge fan, but guys seemed to like them. And happy customers equaled generous tips.

      I slicked blood-red lipstick across my mouth, before pulling on a matching costume for the night. Red G-string, bikini top, hot pants, and a midriff shirt that I wouldn’t be wearing for long. The guys’ music had started up in their half of the club somewhere in the middle of me getting ready, and the women’s cheers and screams had me wondering if the two guys were dancing together. The two of them on stage at once was always a crowd-pleaser. They put Magic Mike to shame.

      I couldn’t worry about them right now, though, other than to hope that they were making some good coin. I needed to get my own butt up on stage.

      I added a pair of six-inch heels, strutted through to the backstage area, and gave Lucinda a fist bump. She was an eighteen-year-old from the hood and a damn talented DJ. She’d make it big someday, but for now we were lucky to have her, and she was happy to have a job.

      “You ready to roll?” she asked me.

      “Always.”

      Lucinda did what she did best, and within seconds my favorite song was pounding through the stereo. I took a moment to let the beat roll through me, let it pump me up, the adrenaline rising until I couldn’t wait to get my ass out on that stage. I’d always love dancing. Even as a little kid music had called to me. I’d had stupid dreams of dancing on stages behind famous singers and traveling the world on their dime, doing what I loved.

      Stupid childish dreams in a world that would crush them before I even turned sixteen.

      But I found another way. School hadn’t been my thing. I just wanted to move my body and make money. I’d been walking home from school one afternoon with some friends and had seen an ad in the club’s window advertising for strippers, no experience necessary. One of my friends had dared me to apply. I hadn’t needed much of a shove.

      I’d always been attracted to trouble. Danger. The forbidden.

      And Saint View Strip Club offered all those things as well as a hefty paycheck each night. The owner at the time, Sal, a short fat white guy with a beer belly that stretched his shirts, hadn’t cared that I was underage. He’d asked if I was eighteen, even though he knew full well I wasn’t. I lied and said I was. I told him I’d repeated a year because I wasn’t big on the smarts and that’s why I was still at school. He’d bought it, or at least pretended that he had. I’d started that night and had never gone back to school. I didn’t regret a single minute of it. I’d bought the club from Sal a few years later with money I’d earned stripping, and never looked back.

      Ten years later, nothing had changed. Did I have to dance? No. I could live off the cut I took from the others. But I loved it. So why stop doing something that brought me joy?

      I grinned at the crowd getting riled up by Fawn and Lyric. And then I strutted onto the stage. A cheer went up as I swung around the nearest pole and waved at one of our regulars, sitting in his usual spot by the stage.

      “Good day to you, Miss Eve,” he called above the music, throwing a couple of bills onto the stage.

      “How is my favorite guy?”

      Simon grinned and nodded. “Real good, thank you.”

      And that was how more than half of our interactions in the club went, every single night. So many of these men were just sad and lonely, and wanting company. I couldn’t even count the amount of times I’d been booked for a private room, only to find myself sitting on the couch, fully clothed, and listening to a man talk about his day. Or how his kids had grown up and left the nest. Or about his job that he hated. So many of them cared little for the actual act of stripping, and I was happy to provide what they needed. Within reason. I would get naked and dance, but that was as far as I went.

      But they weren’t the only sort of patron. And by the looks of it, there was a large group of college guys here tonight. We’d become popular with that crowd, despite the fact there was no college nearby. But with the rent as low as it was in Saint View, it allowed me to keep my prices down. So drinks were cheap. And Terry didn’t check IDs as thoroughly as he probably should.

      I kept it light and teasing to start with, a few swings on the pole, and some gyrating of my hips caught their attention. I waited until they started throwing money on the stage and then rewarded them by shimmying out of my shirt.

      My tiny bikini top didn’t cover much, and the guys let out a cheer.

      “Shorts, too, baby girl.”

      I tried not to make a face at the ‘baby girl’ comment. They’d learn pretty quick that I controlled the show, not them. “Start putting money on the stage, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Maybe it should have bothered me, the way they were only here to see me naked. But it didn’t. I had a body. Just like every other woman in this world. These guys had seen women naked before. Why was it a big deal? Nudity was never something I had a problem with. Dancing naked or dancing fully clothed, it made no difference to me. I just wanted to dance, make money, and live the life I chose for myself. Not a nine-to-five where I was chained to a desk all day, every day like my father. Not some diner job where I only made minimum wage like my mother. I knew I only had a certain number of stripping years in me. Until my tits sagged and my ass grew flat. Those years probably weren’t far away. Despite my decision not to have kids, gravity would get me eventually. It was why I’d bought the joint from Sal when he’d decided to ship off to Europe. It was a business I could run for my entire life.

      Lucinda changed the track to a bump-and-grind sorta song. All too soon, I was itching to get on that pole and really show this crowd what I was made of. I stripped off my booty shorts, flashing the guys an eyeful of my ass before I launched myself at the pole.

      I inverted, spreading my legs wide as I twirled around. I saw every inch of the club from this angle. Lucinda cheering me on from her DJ booth. Lyric and Fawn working the room, Lyric already topless and giving a regular a lap dance, Fawn winding her way through the room with drinks in her hands, allowing men to put their tips in the elastic of her G-string.

      And Joshua Boston, stopped dead two steps inside the club, his gaze pinned on me.

      An instant flood of heat rushed my body, taking me by surprise. That was new. I never got turned on at work.

      I maintained his gaze, until my rotation on the pole forced me to break it.

      That seemed to snap him out of his trance as well.

      “Shut it down,” he shouted.

      The music cut out, and I flipped myself upright. “Excuse me?”

      He pushed his way through the tables of bewildered men who were starting to stand up, some, the ones who weren’t twenty-one likely, edged toward the exit.

      All I saw was money walking out the door.

      “Hold up, nobody needs to leave.” I stormed to the edge of the stage and glared down at Boston. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “We’ve got a warrant.”

      “For what? Harassment? You only just released me!”

      “We’ve had a tip-off that there’s illegal practices being played out here.” His gaze strayed momentarily from my face, dipping once down my body.

      My nipples hardened. Shit.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, hoping he hadn’t noticed the effect of his gaze on my body.

      Boston turned away so quickly that I instantly knew my cover-up job hadn’t been in time. He tapped the table nearest to him. “On your way, boys. Club is closed for the night.”

      “Hey!” I jumped down from the stage and put myself between him and the table of men. “You can’t do that. You can’t just close down my club in the middle of the show.”

      His gaze clashed with mine. This time it held no hint of the heat that had been there moments before.

      “I just did.”

      To my dismay, the house lights came on, and one by one, the club patrons trickled out. Augie and Phoenix came in, pulling on robes, Augie shouting about the lights being on and the music cutting out. He stopped when he saw Boston and his partner and then turned to me for answers. “What the hell?”

      I just shook my head, my irritation rising with every passing minute. But my number one concern was always my staff. “Don’t,” I told Augie, knowing how volatile he was. “Just chill, okay? Don’t get arrested again.”

      “Good advice,” Boston quipped. “You all need to take a seat and stay there while we conduct a search. You may be questioned afterward.”

      Fawn sat quickly and obediently. Lyric, still topless, defiantly sitting down after her. Phoenix offered Lyric his robe, but she refused it, and the two men sat down as well.

      All four looked to me for guidance.

      “Sit, Eve.” Boston’s tone was no-nonsense.

      “I’ll sit when you learn to quit talking to me like I’m one of your German Shepherd dogs.”

      Boston’s expression flickered, but he didn’t apologize.

      His partner, a smaller, dark-haired woman called out that she’d start in the front and he could start at the back. Boston nodded, and with a final glance in my direction, he swiveled, storming out of sight.

      Lyric inched her seat closer to me, eyes trained on Boston’s retreating figure. “I could just give him a freebie…” she whispered, a question in her tone. “Get him off our case…”

      Jealousy stabbed through me, quick and fast and foreign.

      I knew what Lyric was offering. And I loved her for it. These were the times where I really believed that these people I worked with were family. My true family. Not ones that shared my blood or my genetics. But a true family who loved each other. They’d do anything for me, just like I’d do anything for them.

      But I wasn’t going to let her do that with Boston. The thought of her naked body writhing all over his, his hands on her hips, guiding her movements as she gyrated over his lap, erection straining behind his work pants….

      I slammed my eyes closed.

      “It’ll work,” she insisted. “It always has in the past.”

      She was right. It was the way of things around here. Every so often, the cops came sniffing around for one reason or another.

      I shook my head. “No. I’ll do it.”

      They’d all been easily bribed. Boston would be no different.
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      In the locker room of Saint View Strip Club, I found myself lost in a maze of glittery bras, tiny miniskirts, and skimpy underwear. And it was my job to search through all of it.

      Eve’s name was written on a strip of tape across a beat-up metal locker that had perhaps once been white, but was now scratched and dented to the point the locker didn’t even close properly.

      I drew in a deep breath, pushing open the door, hating that I had to rifle through her personal belongings.

      But this was my job. I wasn’t here for pleasure.

      Except the pleasure of seeing her curvy body wrapped around the pole, her legs spread wide, her gaze locked on mine.

      Fuck.

      She was a stunner. There was no doubt about that.

      “Mind on the job. Mind on the job,” I muttered, sorting through her belongings, feeling like the biggest sort of creep. I didn’t even really know what the hell I was searching for. What signs were there that someone was selling sex? I doubted she kept receipt books with sexual positions and kinks in a nicely ordered list.

      This was stupid and fraudulent, and I was really pretty pissed off that the chief was forcing this on me. It wasn’t the first time he’d forced me into something I didn’t agree with.

      The longer I stayed on the police force, the more the corruption got to me.

      Until I wasn’t even sure I wanted to do this job anymore.

      “If you told me what you were looking for, I could make this go a whole lot faster for you.”

      I spun around and drank in the sight of Eve’s nearly naked body before I even realized what I was doing. High, perfect tits, barely covered by a glittery red bikini top, and a string bottom that seemed ready to fall to the floor with the tiniest of tugs. It was held up only by the ample curve of her hips, that my palms itched to run over. It was only a second, two at most, but it was a physical effort to drag my gaze back up to her eyes.

      And then I berated myself silently for being so fucking unprofessional.

      I ignored her question. “You shouldn’t be back here.”

      “You’re in a women’s locker room, so neither should you.”

      I couldn’t keep staring at her. I buried my head in her locker, pretending I was sorting through the clothes and shoes and God, packets of tampons. A blush heated my face.

      “You won’t find anything in there,” she told me, moving in closer.

      She was right. There was nothing of interest here. I doubted there was anything of interest in this entire club. William Reed’s complaints were weak at best, and completely false at worst.

      I shut the locker door, ready to agree with her, but the words dried on my lips.

      Eve stood in front of me, completely and utterly, mind-blowingly naked.

      I froze.

      But there was no stopping the reaction my body had to her. My eyes drank in her luscious body, while my dick kicked to attention.

      She moved in closer, putting one hand to my chest and pushed me back until I sat heavily on the bench seat.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off her as her hips swayed to a silent beat. Her tits were right there in my face, perfect and pert and round. And so fucking tempting. Her nipples just begged to be taken into my mouth and sucked and played with until she was crying out for more.

      It all happened in seconds, a mere fraction of a minute, before I came to my senses. I shoved to my feet. “Shit, Eve! What the hell are you doing?” I grabbed a robe from a rack and pushed it in her direction.

      She took a step back, confusion etched into the furrows of her forehead. It took her another long moment before she slowly pulled on the robe and tied the belt around her waist. She squinted at me. “I can get one of the guys for you instead if you prefer, but you seemed pretty determined that you were into women earlier, so I thought…”

      “You thought you’d just offer sex?”

      Her mouth dropped open. “What? Who said anything about sex?”

      “You’re bare-ass naked beneath that robe! You told me you weren’t a hooker.”

      Fire flashed in her eyes. “I’m not, you asshole. Nobody said anything about sex. This was a dance. That’s it. I get naked and grind all up on your lap. You get to touch my hips, and the outside of my thighs and that’s it. You hear me? That. Is. All.”

      “What the hell made you think I would want that?”

      She recoiled like I’d slapped her.

      I immediately wanted to take the words back, because I was sure that even a blind man could have seen the sexual attraction I had to this woman.

      “Fuck you, Boston. You don’t have to be a prick about it. This is how things have always worked around here. You guys come in, we give you a couple of free lap dances, and you leave us alone for a few more months.”

      Now it was my turn to get annoyed. “You think I’m willing to take a bribe?”

      That fire in her eyes turned into a challenge. “Haven’t met one of you yet who isn’t. Some just have a higher price than others.” Her eyes narrowed. “But for the record, sex is too high a price. Despite what you seem to think of me, I do have a line drawn in the sand.”

      “I don’t have a price. I can’t be bought.”

      She threw one hand up in the air in complete and utter pissed-off frustration. “Fine. Then search the club. Search every nook and cranny for all I care. Because I’ve got nothing to hide.”

      We stood toe to toe, her chest heaving with her anger.

      She was a wild animal, one I didn’t have a hope in hell of controlling, no matter how much I might want to.

      But fuck, did I want to. All I could think about was taming her. Pushing her back against those lockers with my hand to her throat while I ground my hips against hers and stole her breath with my kiss.

      I backed away, right out of the club, dragging a protesting Jayela with me.

      I knew a losing battle when I saw one. Eve Hawkins was so far out of my league she may as well have been in a different stratosphere.
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      With irritation, I straightened my shoulders, put on a professional front, and pushed William Reed’s doorbell.

      The chime rang out loudly, and there was a hum of activity from inside the house, but nobody actually opened the door.

      I tried again.

      “Would somebody please get that?” a deep voice bellowed from within.

      The footsteps that eventually trudged to greet me were heavy and slow. The door finally swung open, and I instantly recognized William’s eldest child, who really wasn’t a child at all. The guy was young, early twenties, and taller than I was.

      I smiled. “Dylan, right? I’m Officer Boston. I’m escorting your dad to his function this morning.”

      Dylan pulled the door open to admit me. “Sure. Come on into the madhouse.”

      I followed him inside and instantly understood what he meant. There were people everywhere, half with their cell phones held to their ear, others banging away on their laptops. Dylan took up a seat at the breakfast counter beside his younger sister who didn’t look up at my entrance. Her chunky black over-ear headphones probably kept her completely unaware of the chaos around her. The two of them ate cold cereal from a bowl while absently thumbing through their phones.

      William stood at the center of the chaos, suit shirt only half buttoned, tie slung over his shoulder. His bare foot tapped impatiently at whatever was being said into his earpiece. He waved distractedly in my direction when he spotted me, then turned around and started barking orders at whoever was on the other end of the call.

      Right. Guess we weren’t leaving for the function anytime soon then, despite the fact I’d turned up right on time in the hopes of avoiding this exact situation.

      “There’s coffee in the pot over there.” Dylan pointed farther along the huge island bench that could comfortably seat at least eight, judging by the number of stools tucked beneath it.

      I thanked him gratefully and grabbed a mug from the stack piled up beside the machine. The coffee aroma wafted up, and I inhaled it greedily. I hadn’t had my first cup yet, and I hoped it would be good. I had a feeling I was going to need it to get through a morning of listening to William’s campaign speeches.

      A high-pitched screech, sharp and shrill, cut through the monotone of business. Everybody in the room paused, then went back to whatever they’d been doing.

      Everyone but me. I wasn’t programmed to just ignore the scream of a woman.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Dylan reassured me. “It’s just my mother. She’s dramatic. Her lipstick probably doesn’t match her handbag or something.”

      I frowned but took his word for it, and in the next moment, Laura Reed swept into the room, her silky long robe flowing out behind her like she was some Hollywood movie star.

      The scowl on her face ruined any pretense of that. “William! Have you seen this?” She held up her phone and thrust it in her husband’s face.

      He squinted at it, but it was so close to his nose he had to move back and take the phone from her hand. “No? What? An opinion poll?”

      “Worse. A penis party.”

      I raised one eyebrow.

      William stopped trying to make sense of the phone and focused on his wife instead. “Excuse me? A what now?”

      “A penis party! That whore at the strip club is hosting a penis party!”

      My ears pricked up at the mention of strip club. She had to be talking about Eve, though the word whore set me on edge. Eve was no whore. Even if I had sort of unintentionally accused her of being one the last time we’d seen each other. Heat crept up the back of my neck at the memory of her naked in front of me, hips swaying softly…

      William let out a long-suffering sigh. “Why would I care about that?”

      Laura shoved the phone in his face once more. “Because it’s a Pin the Penis on the Politician party, and after your little showdown the other week, which politician do you think she’ll use?”

      Dylan let out a snort of laughter, and both his parents spun in his direction.

      It was good they’d chosen to focus on him, because it gave me a minute to wipe the amusement off my own face.

      “You think that’s funny, Dylan?” Laura screeched at him. “This woman is targeting us. She’s holding this disgusting event on the same night as the fundraising dinner I’m hosting. She can’t do that!” She turned her steely gaze on me. “Can’t you do something about it?”

      I took a sip of my coffee before I answered, because, man, I needed it to deal with her. “On what grounds?”

      “Defamation!”

      I took the phone from Laura’s hand and scrolled over the event page on Facebook, trying to hide my laughter. When I gave her back the phone, my face was schooled into something more professional. “They look like they’re just having a bit of fun to me. Could even be good advertising if you roll with it.”

      “I’ll do no such thing. I want this event shut down. William! Do you see how many likes this page has? Two thousand! Mine only has twenty!”

      Dylan laughed into his cereal once more.

      William whirled on him. “How about I send you down there to deal with those cheap sluts? You probably should, perhaps it would man you up a bit.”

      “Hey, watch your mouth,” I snapped, only to be completely drowned out by Laura’s screeches.

      “William! Do not even say something like that. None of us are going anywhere near that filthy place. Officer Boston can take care of it.”

      My irritation with these people was reaching beyond ‘bite my tongue’ levels. Dylan had shrunk in on himself like a little kid who’d been scolded. And I was rapidly losing my patience. “Actually, I have real police work to do, you know, when I’m not here trailing around after you. If you want to make a complaint about this, you’re going to have to go down to the station and fill out the appropriate paperwork.” If they wanted to make a complaint about Eve then that was their right, but I wasn’t going to make it easier for them. The chief was already kissing their asses. I wasn’t about to join him.

      Laura glared at her husband and then at me. I was positive steam would shoot out of her ears at any minute. Not finding support in either of us, she appealed to a man seated at the table who had just casually been minding his own business throughout the entire argument. “Easton? You can’t possibly be okay with this?”

      The man sighed heavily, getting to his feet. “I’m not. Will, I agree with Laura. You need to do something about this woman. You need the Saint View votes to win, and if this woman is tarnishing your name there, you need to fight back.”

      Laura glared at her husband triumphantly. “I told you so! Easton is your campaign manager. You might be able to ignore me, but you shouldn’t be ignoring him.”

      William raked a hand through his hair, yanking out an earbud. He focused in on Easton, still sitting calmly at the table. “You’re worried about this, too?”

      “Yes, I am. I think you need to take it more seriously. Nobody in Saint View is going to vote for you if they only know your face because they spent a drunken night pinning illustrated genitals to your forehead.”

      I battled back laughter again. I kind of wanted to go and high-five Eve for this idea. It probably would get her in trouble. If William reported this, the captain would send someone out there to shut it down.

      But it wasn’t going to be me. Not this time.

      “Well?” Laura prodded her husband. “Are you going to get it handled?”

      He pinned her with a glare that silenced her instantly. “Don’t I always?”

      I wondered what the hell he meant by that.
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      Like always, I was early to the restaurant. But I’d made a reservation, and the place was fairly empty, so the waiter let me sit alone at the table while I waited for Fawn and Lyric to arrive. I ordered a glass of white wine, and with time to kill, pulled out my phone to check my social media.

      A smile tugged at my lips when I checked in on the club’s Facebook page, with a new barrage of likes that had come in overnight. I might have to hand over all the promotions planning to Fawn if this kept up. We ran them regularly, football and other sports-themed nights, casino, and Fourth of July. But nothing had ever brought the sort of attention Fawn’s ‘Pin the Penis on the Politician’ party was drawing.

      I scrolled through the comments, most of which were people tagging friends, or laughing emojis. I switched the view to newest first and frowned.

      This is revolting. How dare you insult our mayoral candidate like this.

      You should be ashamed. Devil worshippers.

      Low brow and unclassy. Should be illegal to act in this way.

      They went on and on. I was no stranger to trolls, but this was an odd number in a short space of time. All with no profile picture or history to help identify them.

      Typical troll behavior and not worth any more of my time.

      I shut down the app, deciding to focus on the hundreds of comments that did seem up for a fun night. I was looking forward to it. I planned to be first in line to stick a big old peen right between William Reed’s eyes.

      I might have still been holding a small grudge over him having us arrested at his church rally. And a bigger one over him wanting to tear down the strip.

      The door opened, and Fawn and Lyric fell through it with an armful of shopping bags. Their laughter followed them inside, and when they paused to look around, I waved. Without checking in with the waiter, they beelined for where I sat, big smiles still stretching their mouths.

      “No Amelia today?” I pouted at Lyric.

      “Nope, daycare. You’ll have to save your Aunty Eve hugs for another day.”

      “Damn. You need to bring her into the club sometime like you used to when she was little. I miss my Milly girl.”

      “She’d miss you, too, if she weren’t so busy ruling the daycare. That kid works the place like a boss.”

      “She is your daughter.”

      Lyric smiled proudly. “Sure is.”

      I glanced between her and Fawn. “You two seem to be in a good mood. Is it just a shopping high, or something more? Who got laid?”

      “Not me.” Fawn dumped her bags on the floor at our feet.

      Lyric unhooked her purse and slung it over the back of her chair before she sat. “I wish. Amelia makes casual sex practically impossible.”

      “You could try relationship sex instead?” I offered.

      Lyric laughed like the idea was completely crazy. “Or you could just babysit more often.”

      That was more likely. “Deal. What did you guys buy, anyway? Anything interesting?”

      Fawn bounced on her chair like an excited puppy. “Actually, we got you something!”

      “Yeah? A present? It’s not even my birthday.”

      Lyric grinned. “We were in the sex shop—”

      I rolled my eyes. “Of course you were. Because that’s where everyone goes on a Tuesday morning.”

      Lyric shrugged. “You do when you’re not getting any like us. Some of us have to take care of ourselves.”

      “Preaching to the choir, babe.” I laughed. “It’s just me and my hand at my place, too.”

      And my hand had been working overtime lately. As had my entire top drawer of toys. I was still pissed off as hell with Boston after what had happened at the club, and yet somehow, that only seemed to fuel my libido. Every time I thought of him, warmth flooded my body, and then I was counting the minutes until I could get home and be alone.

      All while thinking about him. The chiseled cut of his jaw. His hazel eyes and stern expression. The way his chest filled out his uniform to perfection.

      All I could think about was having nasty, dirty, throw-you-up-against-the-wall hate sex with the man.

      I really needed to get laid. I was getting hot under the collar just thinking about it.

      Fawn cocked her head to one side, then giggled at Lyric. “She’s doing it again.”

      That snapped me back to attention. “Doing what?”

      “Daydreaming about your hot cop.”

      I flushed pink, hating that I was that transparent. “Hardly. I was thinking about the bookkeeping I need to do when I get back to the club.”

      Lyric sniggered. “If bookkeeping truly got you as hot-and-bothered-looking as you are right now, I’d do it for you.”

      “And my course would be a whole lot more interesting,” Fawn piped up. Then she immediately shot an apologetic glance at me. “Sorry. I don’t mean that to sound like I don’t enjoy the course. I do. It’s just hard sometimes, but I’m so grateful—”

      I held up a hand to stop her. “Shh. It’s all good, I know.”

      I’d paid for the course Fawn was currently taking. She was young and excited and wanted to learn. And I wanted to provide her with something more than just a place to take her clothes off. Fawn had been so grateful she’d cried. And once again, I’d seen myself in her. Young, and lost, with no one to believe in her or support her dreams. No one to tell her she could be whatever the hell she wanted to be.

      I didn’t want to screw kids of my own up the way my mother had screwed me. I was destined to be a crazy cat lady. But Fawn had fallen in my lap, and I hadn’t regretted it for a second. It was beneficial for me, too. She rented my investment property, a little house on the Saint View/Providence border that I’d bought with my club earnings. Fawn paid her rent on time every week and kept the lawn neat and tidy. She was the perfect tenant.

      “Anyway,” Lyric interrupted. “Like we said, we bought you something.”

      “Quit teasing me with it and show me then!”

      Lyric grabbed a bag from the pile on the floor and rifled through it. “Funny you mention teasing…”

      She pulled the item out of the bag like it was a game show prize and held it triumphantly in the air.

      I blinked up it, clutched in her fingers.

      A huge, ridged, bright-purple dildo.

      “Surprise!” Fawn laughed.

      Lyric waved the massive penis-shaped thing in my direction. “But wait, there’s more! It’s personalized!” She flipped it over to reveal letters printed down the side.

      I snatched it from her grasp to read the letters.

      Boston.

      I gaped at her. “Really, Lyric? Why the hell am I holding a dildo with Boston written on it? Of all the names in the world!”

      Lyric and Fawn burst into laughter and searched through their bags again, both producing dildos of their own. Fawn’s was a fluorescent green, Lyric’s a bright red that almost matched her hair.

      “You both got one, too? Do yours have names as well?”

      Fawn nodded eagerly.

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the tabletop. “Let’s see it then.”

      Fawn turned hers over with a small, shy smile.

      My eyes widened. “You did not name your dildo Augie!”

      She burst into laughter. “The guy at the shop said that he could personalize it with any name, but that most women chose names of men they had crushes on. You know, so you kinda have your crush inside you when you…you know.”

      “And you chose Augie? The guy is an asshole. Nobody likes him. I mean, we love him because he’s family, but he’s an ass.”

      She shrugged. “He’s not to me. I like him.”

      “Jesus. That’s a worry.” But I didn’t want to harp on about it. If she truly had a thing for Augie, there was nothing I could do about it. Except castrate the fucker if he ever hurt her.

      I focused on Lyric. “What about you? If you have Phoenix’s name down the side of your dildo, I’m going to be very concerned.”

      Lyric let out a scoff. “Nope.” She twisted her dildo over to show off the letters imprinted in the side. Lyric. “Got my own name. Don’t need no man in my life, or on my dildo. I’ll leave that to the two of you.”

      “Hey! I don’t need no man in my life either. You’re the one who named my dildo Boston.”

      A hovering waiter gave us a dirty look. I shot one right back. The place was practically empty. He could quit being a prude.

      Lyric picked up a menu and cast an eye over it, even though we all knew we’d order the exact same thing we did every week we met here for lunch. I’d get the Caesar salad. Lyric would get a burger and fries. Fawn would get pasta.

      Lyric tapped a fingernail against her regular burger order, but her words were directed at me. “Please. You can lie to yourself all you want, but the chemistry between you and that cop? Freaking sizzling.”

      “The man arrested me. And then called me a hooker.”

      “So? How many times have you been arrested now? And he’s hardly the first person to assume that stripping leads to more. The man is sexy as sin, Eve. Don’t even pretend to me that you don’t want to jump his bones. We could practically smell the pheromones pouring off you the other night.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Excuse me? There were no pheromones.”

      Fawn snorted. “Seriously, I got horny watching the two of you. It was like watching porn, but better because the acting wasn’t fake.”

      I slapped her on the arm. “You’ve been hanging out with Lyric too long.”

      “Hey! Why say that like it’s a bad thing? Our baby stripper here needed to be taught the ways of the world. So I taught her. She’s my little protégé now.” Lyric raised her chin proudly and patted Fawn on the head like she was a puppy.

      I tossed my hair back with a grin and caught the eye of the waiter. “He’s glaring at us again,” I told the others. “Best put the evil sex toys away before he kicks us out. I really want that chicken Caesar salad.”

      Fawn side-eyed me. “So you’re keeping your gift then?”

      I threw the dildo inside my bag. It was big, thick, and yeah, I could definitely have a good time with it.

      It had nothing to do with the fact it had Boston’s name on it.

      But the reminder of him while I was getting myself off probably wouldn’t hurt.
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      I spent the rest of the afternoon running errands, both personal and things we needed at the club. I went home, did some laundry, cleaned my bathroom, and was just beginning to think about what to do for dinner when my phone rang.

      I noted the unknown number but didn’t think twice about answering it. “Hello?”

      “Eve. It’s William Reed.”

      “Bye.”

      “No, wait, please. I just want to talk. I’m trying to offer an olive branch. I’m just asking for one minute of your time.”

      I could be the bigger person when I wanted to be. “Fine. One minute.”

      “Actually, I wanted to use that one minute to invite you to my home. I felt terrible about what happened at the church, and I’d like to make it right. I really do want the input of people who live in Saint View and know the area the way you do. I’d like to talk to you about it, and how we can work better together.”

      I raised an eyebrow in surprise. That was a turnaround. And well overdue, but not an opportunity I was going to refuse. If I could just get in his ear, maybe I could convince him that his plans for the strip were misguided. There were so many other bigger, more pressing problems in Saint View that needed his attention. “Fine. When? Where?”

      “Are you free now? Have you eaten? Come to my place for a late dinner, and we’ll talk.”

      My stomach rumbled at the thought of food I didn’t have to prepare and cook first. I’d bet William had people who did that for him. “Fine, text me your address and I’ll be there in twenty.”

      “Great. Thank you, Eve. See you when you get here.”

      I tossed my phone onto my couch, marveling at the strange turn of events. “Didn’t see that one coming,” I mumbled to my empty house. Then sighed. It was so quiet here sometimes. It was why I spent so much time at the club. Maybe I should consider getting a dog. At least then I wouldn’t be talking to myself. I did have a cat, but the animal barely tolerated me and had probably retreated to her favorite spot beneath the spare bed, where she didn’t have to deal with me. Could hardly blame her.

      A moment later my phone binged with an incoming message, and I grabbed my bag and keys from the hook by the door. I checked the message as I walked outside and got into my car. Of course, he lived on one of the fanciest streets in Providence. It was just around the corner from the church.

      Without bothering to search it up on the map, I took the familiar back streets through Saint View and then crossed into Providence where the houses grew bigger and more lavish with every passing mile. I drove into William’s driveway a few moments later, parking behind a Porsche, and stared up at his big house.

      His big, completely dark house. “Geez. Thanks for the warm welcome. Could have left the front light on for me.”

      I got out, closing the door behind me, and fumbled through my purse for my phone. It was near pitch-black with only the stars and moon for light, and I was wearing heels. I wasn’t interested in twisting an ankle. A busted-up leg would have me off the pole for weeks. I didn’t need that. I switched on the flashlight function on my phone, and at least that gave me enough light to make sure I wasn’t going to step in a hole and break my neck.

      I passed a small, neat garden of roses and tried not to jump as my flashlight beam bounced over a creepy garden gnome. I shuddered. “Ugly little critter, aren’t you?”

      The gnome didn’t reply.

      “Rude bastard, just like your owners, huh?” Jesus. I was losing it. Was I seriously talking to a garden gnome?

      I shone my light around the doorframe, searching for the bell, and put a finger to it.

      Nothing happened. I didn’t hear a ring, but perhaps this house was so big that the internal speaker was far away from the door. There were no footsteps, and no lights coming on. I pushed the button again and then shined my phone’s light through the window. A beautiful sitting area, with couches, and an armchair atop a plush rug sat beyond the glass. But no owners in sight.

      There was obviously no one home.

      “Well, that’s fucking great, isn’t it? Invite me over, then don’t show.” I stuck my middle finger up at the door and swiveled on my heel, ready to march back down to my car and leave a nice black tire mark down the center of William’s driveway as a parting present. “Prick.”

      I paused as headlights blinded me, another car pulling into the driveway behind mine. I put one arm up to cover my eyes, muttering, “Better late than never, I guess. Still fucking rude.”

      The lights turned off, bright splotches floating in front of my eyes while I blinked rapidly, trying to adjust to the darkness once more.

      “Eve?”

      I squinted. The deeper rumbling roll of his voice was one I’d been dreaming about for weeks now. “Boston? What are you doing here?”

      He stopped a few feet away from me, flashlight of his own in hand but pointed at the ground. His was brighter than the one on my phone, so I tucked mine away and left the two of us standing in the dim glow with just enough light to make out his expression.

      He wasn’t happy.

      Oh well. What else was new? Immediately defensive at his scowl, I crossed my arms beneath my breasts, squashing the strap of my bag slung across my chest.

      He tapped the flashlight against his leg impatiently. “I think that’s supposed to be my question. I had a report of a suspected break-in at this address.”

      My mouth dropped open. “A break-in? What? No, William called me. He asked me to come over here.”

      A muscle ticked in Boston’s jaw. “The call said he’d had an argument with a woman earlier in the evening and she’d threatened physical violence. He moved his family out of the house and then asked for the police intervention.”

      I couldn’t have been more stunned if he’d punched me in the gut. “That isn’t true! He called and asked me to come over here. He said he wanted me to be the voice of Saint View. He said we would try to work things through and work more harmoniously.”

      Boston sighed heavily.

      “You don’t believe me, do you? I can show you the message.”

      “I —”

      A flash went off in the bushes behind Boston’s squad car. We both spun around only to be flashed a bunch more times as a photographer came out of the bushes.

      My anger flared. “What is this? Reed’s personal pap squad?” I whirled on Boston. “Are you in on this, too? Is this just some big setup? Get Eve over here, call the cops, get her arrested again? Are you trying to destroy any sort of credibility I might have? Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind being arrested for things I have actually done. But this is entrapment. As if I’d want to break in and steal anything here anyway. Look at their garden decorations! They’re awful!”

      My short temper got the better of me. I kicked over the ugly garden gnome, satisfied when it hit the concrete driveway and shattered.

      The pap’s camera flash went crazy again. “Destruction of property!” he shouted, like I’d just handed him a winning lottery ticket. “Excellent!”

      Boston put a hand up in the direction of the photographer, blocking him from taking any more photos of me.

      He groaned loudly. “Are you always this impulsive? For Christ’s sake, Eve, and with a photographer watching and everything.”

      “He set me up!”

      “Yeah. He set you up. How dumb do you think I am? You think I couldn’t see that? You’re wearing high heels. If you were planning on breaking into his house, I think you probably would have chosen more appropriate footwear.”

      “I’ll have you know, I can run pretty fast in these.”

      He just stared at me. “Do you actually think before you open your mouth? I was trying to tell you I was on your side.”

      “I don’t need you on my side!”

      He threw up his hands in frustration. “You’re impossible.”

      I couldn’t blame him. I was impossible. And impulsive. I did run my mouth without thinking. They were my worst flaws, all right there for him to see. He’d called them, right off the bat.

      Embarrassment heated my face. “What now then?”

      “Get in the car.”

      I gaped at him. “For a garden gnome? You’re arresting me over a two-dollar fucking lawn ornament?”

      “Get. In. The. Car, Eve. Or is it Evil? I can never tell with you.”

      I was so frustrated and angry I could have stamped my foot like a toddler. But I wouldn’t give Boston that sort of satisfaction.

      The photographer was having a field day. “Where’s the cuffs, Officer? Can we get a shot of you putting them on her?”

      My blood boiled over. I launched myself in his direction, ready to smash his overpriced camera and his obnoxious face.

      Strong arms caught me around my middle. I kicked and flailed, screaming for Boston to let me go.

      “Do you ever actually listen to anyone?” he growled in my ear.

      I went quiet in his arms. His voice sent a tremble down my spine, goosebumps spreading across my skin, his warm breath on my neck.

      He had me in the back of his squad car before I even fully realized it.

      The locks slammed down.

      I shook my head. Boston played dirty. Whether he knew it or not, he’d used raw sex appeal to get his way. And now that I was stuck in the back of his car, under fucking arrest again, that just pissed me off more.

      “Don’t forget to take the evidence with you,” the photographer called.

      Boston paused half inside the car and then cursed. He leaned across the center console and grabbed a bag and gloves from somewhere on the passenger side. Then he got back out and collected the pieces of the broken gnome, putting them inside the brown bag. He shook it in the direction of the photographer. “Got the evidence. Happy?”

      The photographer’s only response was a flash of his camera.

      Boston got back behind the wheel, tossing the evidence bag into the back seat beside me. He yanked his seat belt, shoving the metal piece into the clip.

      “Dare you to run the guy over.”

      My gaze met Boston’s in the rearview mirror. He just shook his head.

      I rolled my eyes. “Can you at least put the radio on if you aren’t going to talk to me.” I flopped against the back seat and crossed my arms in a huff.

      “Put your seat belt on and I’ll consider it.”

      I did it, not because he told me to, but because it was the smart thing to do. Who knew what his night driving was like? I didn’t fancy flying through a windshield if the man didn’t know how to drive.

      But Boston nodded like I was a good little girl and flicked the radio on.

      I clenched my fingers into fists. I kind of wanted to throw one into his self-righteous face. Even though it would have been a pity to break his perfect nose.

      He reversed out of the driveway and got us on the road, winding our way through the streets of Providence. It took me a moment to realize that I still had my bag. I rifled through it, looking for my phone to send a text off to Fawn and Lyric and let them know what was happening before Boston realized I still had it and confiscated it.

      Instead of the phone, my fingers brushed against the solid rubber of the massive dildo Lyric and Fawn had bought me earlier.

      I glanced at Boston, in the front seat. He was so straight. So good, right to his very core.

      The guy could use a bit of a shakeup.

      I pulled out the dildo and quietly tucked it inside the evidence bag. While I was sitting in a cell, he’d be putting a massive purple dildo with his name on it into evidence.

      A wicked sense of satisfaction stole over me. And I smiled for the rest of the car ride.
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      Out in front of Saint View Strip Club, I killed my car’s headlights and unlocked the doors, before opening Eve’s for her.

      She jumped, gaze snapping up from her phone, but her surprise was quickly replaced by a devious smile. It fell away, though, when she noticed we were on her home turf. Her perfect eyebrows knit together in confusion. “This isn’t the police station.”

      “Last I checked, no, it’s not.”

      When she made no move to get out of the car, I reached across and unbuckled her seat belt, trying not to breathe in her perfume.

      She still didn’t move. “I don’t understand. I thought I was under arrest?”

      I took her arm, guiding her gently. She followed, bewilderment etched into her expression.

      “Did you really think I was going to arrest you over a garden gnome?”

      “Well, you do kind of have a stick up your ass. So yes. I did.”

      I closed the door with a loud thud.

      Eve looked back at the seat she’d just exited and cringed. “Um, what about the evidence? Are you going to log that?”

      My boots crunched over the gravel parking area. “I only did that to keep the paparazzi off my back. And yours. I’ll just throw it out when I get back to the station. That’s not even a proper evidence bag. I brought my lunch in it this morning.”

      Pink tinged her cheeks. “Oh. I didn’t realize that.”

      We walked side by side toward the club’s entrance. I knew she was Saint View born and bred, and that she was probably used to walking the streets alone at night, but I wanted to walk her to the door anyway. “I’m not dumb, Eve. I know a bogus complaint when I see one.”

      “What about my car?”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ve got a friend. He’ll have it outside the club in an hour.”

      Her eyes went wide in mock surprise. “Are you telling me Mr. Vanilla has contacts who know how to hotwire a car?”

      I frowned at that. “Though I suppose it doesn’t help the vanilla tag, I actually know a guy who owns a tow truck. I already organized for him to get it for you. Because I don’t think it’s a very good idea that you go back to William’s place right now. Do you?”

      She chuckled softly. “I guess not.”

      We were at the doorway to the club. But it was quiet inside, and the closed sign was up. “Will you be okay here until your car arrives? I can give you a lift home, if you prefer.”

      She shook her head. Large hoop earrings with little sun charms dangling from the bottom jingled around her face. “No, that’s okay. I’ve got plenty to do while I wait.”

      “Probably takes up a lot of your time, huh? Running a successful business?”

      “You think my business is successful?” There was pure pride in her tone, and I wondered how many times she’d had to defend herself and what she did.

      “Of course. I saw all the social media excitement about your penis party. Seems like it’ll be a big night for you.”

      “Are you going to come?”

      I smiled with a wry twist of my lip. “Don’t think so. William has a fundraiser that same night. I’ll be playing bodyguard.”

      “But you’re a cop.”

      “Yeah. I thought so, too.” This conversation was suddenly cutting a little too close to the quick. She could proudly defend her club, because she knew at her core that everything she did there, everything she’d built, was good and moral. Could I truly say the same for my own job? I was supposed to be a pillar of the community, and yet the chief had me babysitting politicians and taking bribes from local gangs. Every time I questioned any of it, it was always the same old story. Our orders came from higher up, and we needed to toe the line. I pulled my cap down on my forehead. “I should get back to it. I need to explain to my chief about the photos that are probably going to pop up online in the morning.”

      “Will you get in trouble?”

      “Depends on what the photos are like, I guess. But that’s not your problem. Sorry William was a dick. I’ll talk to him about leaving you alone.”

      I turned on my heel before I could take in her expression. I went back to my car and got behind the wheel. The headlights lit Eve up, bouncing off her shiny dark hair, illuminating her like she was some sort of angel. My heart gave an unexpected little thump.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. I put the car in reverse and drove away before I could do anything stupid.
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      Back at the station, I took all of my belongings out of my squad car and headed upstairs. The chief called me in the moment he saw me, motioning me over through the glass window.

      With a heavy sigh, I stuck my head into his office. “What’s up?”

      “I heard there was a callout to the Reed’s place. Anything going on out there?”

      “Photographer.” It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the whole truth. Not something that sat entirely right with me, but neither did William trying to frame Eve for some sort of bullshit break and entry. But there was no point telling the chief any of that. He was obviously well and truly in Reed’s pocket.

      “Right.” He flicked his head toward the door, dismissing me. “See you tomorrow then.”

      “See you.”

      I wandered back to my desk and dumped my things on top of it. Jayela and two of the other guys, Johnson—an old dog cop—and his rookie partner, Stewart, looked up from their conversation. As usual, Johnson stood too close to Jayela, his crush on her clear for everyone to see. Everyone except Jayela, who laughed the notion off every time I’d brought it up. The man was a creep, a married creep at that, but Jayela had always been big enough to fight her own battles and didn’t need me rescuing her from unwanted male attention.

      “Where have you been?” Jayela asked. “I thought you were just getting dinner and then coming straight back?”

      “Yeah. Me, too, but William called. Had to swing by his place.”

      She screwed her nose up. “I don’t like that guy. He acts like you’re his bitch.”

      I didn’t say anything. But I didn’t like it much either. I wasn’t just William’s bitch, I was the chief’s as well, and it left a sour taste in my mouth.

      Jayela nudged me toward my desk. “Anyway. Come out with us. Let’s get a drink or something. Won’t be too late. I want to check out the Sinner’s hangouts again tomorrow so I don’t want to be hungover.

      I paused. “Did Chief talk to you about that?”

      “He might have mentioned something about leaving them alone, but we’ll stay well back. No one will even know we’re there. I just have a gut feeling I can’t shake.”

      “There’s something going on with them for sure,” Johnson agreed. “If I were a betting man, I’d put my money on guns and drugs.”

      Jayela nodded eagerly. “Yes! And we’re going to nail them.”

      I could have killed Johnson for riling her up about it again. She was like a dog with a bone, and I should have known she’d ignore the chief’s warnings to stay away. But there was no point arguing with her when she had her mind set on something. It was a problem for tomorrow. I’d try to come up with some excuse to keep her occupied. Maybe we’d have a rash of home invasions or some other interesting crime that would keep her mind off the Sinners. “Drinks sound good. Just let me put this stuff away.”

      I took off my badge and gun and locked them in the safe. One of the broken, sharp edges of the garden gnome protruded through the flimsy paper of my lunch bag, creating a jagged tear. I grabbed the top of the bag to throw it into the trashcan by my desk, when the entire thing split in two, the small rip becoming a big one. The bottom half of the bag hit the floor, contents spilling out everywhere.

      A massive purple dildo bounced off my boot and rolled across the floor toward Jayela and the guys.

      All four of us stared at it. It made a final rotation, displaying my name printed down the side.

      The others burst into hysterical laughter. Johnson’s snorts of amusement were so loud they drew the attention of the rest of the room. Heads swiveled in our direction, other officers pushing to their feet to see what the commotion was all about.

      Jayela could barely compose herself enough to speak. “Is it April Fools’ Day? What just happened here? Why do you have a ten-inch rubber dick in your lunch bag?”

      Stewart poked at it with his toe, while tears rolled down his face. “The bigger question is, why does it have your name on it?”

      I couldn’t stop staring. My face flashed hot, mortification creeping up my neck, while the others howled their amusement. Slowly, the embarrassment turned to anger. I was so fucking sick of being everybody’s punching bag. William. The chief. And now Eve. “Enough,” I snapped. I stooped and grabbed the dildo from the floor, shoving it beneath my jacket as I stormed out of the station. Any desire to hang out with Jayela and the others was lost in their mocking.

      Jayela’s laughter trailed after me. “Don’t be such a stick-in-the-mud, Boston! If you needed some alone time with your little friend, you could have just told us.”

      Without turning around, I stuck my middle finger up in the air. She only laughed harder, Johnson’s snorts grating my last nerve to smithereens.

      I had no idea why Eve had put it in my bag. But the fact it had my name on it felt like a pretty clear insult. I was a dick. Or maybe she’d just done it to embarrass me. Or to discredit me in front of my squad.

      Either way, I heard her loud and clear.

      Any enjoyment in talking to her earlier tonight disintegrated. She’d just declared a war.
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      I was tired the day after William had set me up and tried to have me arrested. Like he’d promised, Boston’s friend had delivered my car to me, refusing to take payment for the tow, assuring me Boston had already covered it. Which only made me feel worse about what I’d done. I’d stayed at the club working on the books until my eyes had crossed, but once I’d gotten home and into bed, sleep had completely evaded me in favor of wondering if Boston had found the dildo.

      The conversation after he’d dropped me off at the club had played over in my mind, and I’d lain there all night, regretting that I hadn’t just come clean and confessed. But our talk had actually been kind of pleasant. He hadn’t been a dick. I hadn’t been a bitch. Nobody had arrested anyone. That was always a bonus. He’d caught me by surprise by actually being nice, and I’d had no idea how to admit my mistake.

      Trouble had always been easier for me than truth.

      I knew that said something about me.

      “Okay. So, best-case scenario. He just threw the bag in the trash. He didn’t see the dildo. Didn’t see his name. Everything is fine. Maybe I can ask him to coffee?”

      My cat, Lexi, just stared up at me with large, judgmental eyes.

      I frowned at her. “What? You’re on his side?”

      She lifted one leg and began cleaning herself. I wasn’t sure whether that was a confirmation or a denial. Rude cat.

      “Fine. Perhaps I owe him an explanation.”

      Lexi eyed me, expression full of disdain.

      “Fine! An apology then. Jesus, cat. So judgy. I bet a dog wouldn’t come at me the way you are right now. It was just a joke.”

      But we both knew it hadn’t been. I’d acted out in the heat of the moment, like I always did. But this time I actually regretted it. That was new.

      “Okay,” I mused. “What options do I have here? I can go down to the police station and apologize in person.” I cringed, both at the thought of having to see Boston face-to-face, and at the thought I might have embarrassed him in front of his colleagues. I didn’t want to embarrass him any further if that was the case.

      My other option was the phone. But I didn’t have the guy’s number. But there were ways around that. I picked up my cell and dialed the number for my lawyer, Liam.

      He answered on the third ring. “Eve? It’s not late and you’re ringing me from your phone, so I’m guessing you aren’t in jail this time?”

      “Hello to you, too. Why do you assume I’m in jail every time I call you?”

      “Because you usually are.”

      “Maybe I’m trying to turn over a new leaf?”

      He sniggered, like the idea was ridiculous. “I hope you do. Would certainly save me some time in getting you off these misdemeanors you seem to enjoy racking up.”

      “Shut up.” I sniffed. “I’d never see you if you weren’t bailing me out. You’re always so busy working.” Liam had grown up in the hood, his mom friends with mine. So he was like the annoying third brother I’d never wanted. Though unlike my biological brothers, at least Liam had a useful occupation.

      Liam groaned into the earpiece. “Playing the guilt card, huh? Low.”

      “Truth hurts.”

      He grumbled something on the other end. “I’ll stop by more, okay? You don’t have to get arrested to get my attention. Just cook some of my favorite stew, and I’ll be there with bells on.”

      “You know there is always a pot of it on the stove on family night.”

      “I know. I know. But I’m assuming that’s not why you rang me. What’s up?”

      I sat heavily on my bed and played with the edge of my blanket, letting the silky material run through my fingers. “Do you have a way of getting me a cell phone number for somebody?”

      “Legally or illegally?”

      Despite the fact I’d just told him I was trying to turn over a new leaf, I wasn’t actually all that bothered by how he came by the number. I just really wanted it. “I’ll leave that to your discretion. I need the number for an Officer Boston. He’s a cop in Providence.”

      “Joshua Boston?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “I know him. Worked a case with him a few years ago. Pretty sure I still have his number saved in my phone. Hold on.” The phone beeped a few times as he scrolled through his contacts. “Yep. Still got it.”

      My breath hitched. “You do? Can you send it to me, please?”

      He paused. “Are you going to use this number for nefarious purposes? Do you plan to stalk him? Write his name on bathroom stalls and tell people to call him for a good time?”

      “Just give me the number, Liam. Don’t forget I kicked your ass when we were kids, I’ll do it again.”

      “I was five and you were ten. That’s an unfair advantage.”

      “Want a rematch?”

      He chuckled. “No way. You scare me. I’ll text you the number. Bye, Eve.”

      I smiled smugly.

      When the number came in, I quickly saved it to my phone. Then started a fresh text message. With trembling fingers, I tapped a few sentences.

      Hey, it’s Eve. Just wanted to say thank you for driving me home. And for getting my car back to me. I appreciate it.

      I hesitated, but it was a good, noncommittal, testing-the-waters sort of message. I pressed ‘send’ and waited.

      The message receipt changed to ‘read,’ and I held my breath while the little bubbles that indicated he was typing popped up. They disappeared after a few moments, but no reply came through.

      I frowned and tapped out a new message.

      Do you have time for a coffee tomorrow? I owe you one.

      I considered adding a smiley face to the end of it but didn’t want to be over the top. Plus, smiling emojis weren’t really my thing. The one with the devil horns got a good workout, though.

      Again the message changed to ‘read’ and little bubbles appeared. This time, his message pinged through almost instantly.

      Why? Did you want your dildo back? How did you even get this number?

      I groaned and tossed my phone onto the bed in frustration. “Dammit.”

      I retrieved the phone again and held down the button to record a voice message. “Yeah, about that. I thought you were arresting me again. And I was kind of pissed off about it. Have you noticed that I’m somewhat impulsive? It’s a problem. I’m working on it.”

      I sent the message through and got up to pace the room, unable to sit still.

      He didn’t reply.

      I tried again.

      I’m sorry.

      Still no reply.

      I’ll make it up to you? Not with lap dances this time. I’ll even wear clothes. Ha ha.

      I tapped my foot on the thick carpet of my bedroom, hating that it was taking him so long to respond. Hating my own impatience. Why couldn’t I be a normal woman, who could just let things go? Why had I brought up the attempted lap dance again? That had gone down like a sinking ship last time. God, I was an idiot around this man. I had no idea why he got me so frazzled.

      I pounced on my phone when it finally buzzed.

      I’m at a stakeout, Eve. I don’t have time for this.

      I stared at that message for a long time. He had every right to dismiss me. But it still annoyed me. “Fine,” I muttered to my cat. “I tried. That’s all I can do.”

      But a sick sense of disappointment settled low in my belly. One I instinctively knew wouldn’t disappear anytime soon.
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      My day went from bad to worse. I obsessively checked my phone every hour for more texts from Boston, but it remained obnoxiously blank. About five, I got a message, but it was only my mother, summoning me to dinner at her place. My first instinct was to decline. To say I had to work or help friends or wash my hair. But I already knew no excuse would be good enough for her and then I’d just have to listen to her harp on about how I never made time for her. She loved nothing better than a guilt trip. Plus, I hadn’t seen my brothers in weeks. And if I was being summoned, they likely were, too.

      My mum’s place in the center of Saint View was exactly as I remembered it from my childhood. Run-down and tiny. I hadn’t lived here since I was sixteen when I started stripping, only coming back for the family dinners my mother insisted on.

      I dragged in a deep breath, giving myself a mental pep talk. I could do this. My mother was toxic, but I was a grown-ass woman. I could get through a few hours in her presence.

      I pushed through her front door with my head held high and my shoulders back. Not only because she’d criticize for hunching if I didn’t, but because I wanted to.

      She looked up from stirring something on the stove, steam floating off it as well as a delicious aroma. Her gray-flecked hair stuck to her damp forehead, wrinkles creasing the space between her brows. “You’re late.”

      “Hello to you, too, Mama.” I dropped an obligatory kiss on the shorter woman’s weathered cheek.

      She grabbed an apron from the drawer and tossed it in my direction, not returning my attempt at affection. “The vegetables need chopping. They should already be on in the oven. I was counting on you being here at six, but no, of course not. Eve runs on Eve time.”

      I dug my fingers into the fabric of the apron and glanced in the direction of the living room. “Are Luca and Giles here? What about Papa?”

      “Of course. They’re always on time. Unlike you.”

      “And they couldn’t have helped?”

      She silenced me with a glare.

      Of course not. Because she never expected my father or brothers to lift a finger. They never offered either, but even if they had, she would have shooed them away.

      I pulled potatoes onto a chopping board and ran a knife through them, halving, then quartering, before tossing them into a bowl, ready for my mother. The knife thwacked against the board, louder than truly necessary.

      I moved on to the carrots, popping a piece into my mouth to munch on. When I reached for another, my mother smacked my hand. “Stop snacking! You’ll never find a man if you get fat!”

      “Like your mama!” my father shouted from the living room.

      I pinned him with a glare through the doorway. “Don’t talk to her like that.”

      “Hush!” my mother snapped. “Do your work.”

      I gaped at her. “He just called you fat and you snap at me?”

      She didn’t say anything. The only sign that she was at all bothered by his comments was the vicious way she shook the salt into her pot.

      “What’s cooking, Mama?” Luca wandered in from the living room. “Hey, Eve.”

      I nodded at him, too annoyed with my parents. My father for being such a prick. My mother for not standing up for herself.

      Luca leaned on the countertop and snuck a piece of carrot from my pile. “Heard you got arrested at the mayoral candidate’s rally the other week.”

      “What?” Mama gasped, spinning around. “Arrested?”

      I glared at my brother. “Seriously?”

      He cringed. “Ooh, sorry. You didn’t tell the parentals?”

      “Did you tell the parentals about the time Louisa Tepernath blew you in the church bathrooms after Sunday mass?”

      The blood drained from my mother’s face. “Eve! Luca!”

      His mouth dropped open. “You’re a bitch.”

      “Ooh, sorry,” I mimicked, fighting back a laugh.

      If looks could kill, I would have been dead on the spot. But typical of my mother, she ignored my brother’s sins and focused on mine. “What does he mean you got arrested? Where? What for? How could you do this? What if my friends find out?”

      I shrugged. “Please. We live in Saint View. Like Juliet’s kids have never been arrested. They’re thugs!”

      She slapped my hand again like I was a naughty child.

      I shot an annoyed glance at her. “I was just defending what’s mine. William Reed wants to shut my club down. So I turned up at his rally and told him to take a hike. In return, he had me arrested.”

      “What?” Luca snapped. “He can’t just close your business down.”

      It was too much to hope that my mother might react the same way.

      She froze, too stunned for a moment to say anything while she stared at me with horrified eyes. “William Reed the politician?”

      “Is there another? God, for the sake of humanity, I hope not.”

      “Eve! Stop it! He’s a good man. A Christian with a beautiful wife and children. He’s very smart and wealthy and handsome, and—”

      “Jesus, Mama. Are you president of his fan club?” Luca asked before throwing another piece of carrot up into the air and catching it with his mouth.

      My mother didn’t admonish him the way she had with me.

      I ground my teeth together. “William Reed called me a whore. Or was it a slut? I can’t remember. He’s trying to shut down a business I’ve spent a decade building. How Christian is that?”

      Mama shook her head vehemently. “No, I don’t believe that. You must have misunderstood.”

      “I understood perfectly. The man doesn’t care what the people of Saint View want or need. He wants to turn my place into a freaking yoga studio or a juice bar or something.”

      “Well, a yoga studio does sound lovely. We don’t have one of those around here.”

      I stared at the back of her head, disappointment coursing through me. “I employ ten people, Mama.”

      “Strippers,” she muttered.

      Hurt punched in. “And to you, strippers aren’t people? Wow. Tell me what you really think.”

      Her silence only riled me up more. Luca gave me a ‘sorry’ pat on the arm but left the room, no more willing to back me up than he was to help me cook.

      “Actually,” I sniffed, fighting back hot, angry tears that pricked at the backs of my eyes. “Only four of them are strippers. The others work the bar and tend the door. But those strippers you look down your nose at? They are people, Mama. Just like I am. Fawn is in college, completing a course I paid for. And Lyric? Her stripping pays for her daughter’s daycare. The best one in Providence.”

      She just kept on stirring her pot. “William Reed is a smart man. If he thinks we need new businesses in Saint View, then I believe him.”

      My hurt and irritation morphed into a sad acceptance. This was how she’d been with me ever since I’d left home. In her mind, I committed a mortal sin every time I took my clothes off for a man who wasn’t my husband. Sure, she kept summoning me to her house for family dinner because she couldn’t bear to lose face in front of her friends.

      But there was no perfect family here. Nothing right, or good. It was one giant ball of hurt and guilt and shame.

      One I didn’t want anything to do with. Not anymore.

      I took my apron off and placed it carefully on the countertop. “Bye, Mama.”

      When I walked out the door, no one tried to stop me.
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      The next day brought no new home invasions. No petty thefts at the shopping mall. There wasn’t even a missing kid at the park which might have distracted Jayela for a little while. From the minute we came on shift, she’d had a single-minded focus on watching the Sinners.

      Sitting in the car all day, knowing it wasn’t going to lead anywhere, hadn’t improved my mood any. Neither had the random text from Eve. For hours, Jayela left me to stew, silence thick in the air around us as we’d both stared steadfastly at the target. The sun was already beginning to sink when she finally let out a long-suffering sigh. “Shift will be finished soon. Are we going to talk about what’s eating you, or not?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Bullshit. We embarrassed you yesterday.”

      I shook my head. “You didn’t.”

      But Eve had. I could take a joke. But my job was important to me, and she’d crossed a line.

      Jayela twisted in her seat to face me. “Nobody cares if you own a massive dildo, Josh.”

      She was the only person who called me that. And she generally saved it for when it was just the two of us, like right now. We’d been best friends since the first day of academy, when she’d waltzed right over, sized me up, and declared I could be her friend. My lips lifted a little at the memory. “I don’t own a massive dildo. It’s Eve’s.”

      “Eve…”

      “Hawkins.”

      Her eyes widened. “From the strip club?”

      I nodded.

      “Spill the freaking tea. Why does Eve Hawkins have a dildo with your name on it?” She let out a low whistle. “I mean, I could have cut the sexual tension between the two of you with a knife it was that thick, but fill me in on what I’ve missed. No, wait, just skip to the good bits. Did you sleep with her?”

      “What? No! Of course not.”

      “All right, all right, settle down. Do you like her?”

      I went quiet.

      “She obviously likes you.”

      “How do you figure that? She tried to humiliate me with a dildo with my name on it. If that doesn’t say she thinks I’m a dick, I don’t know what does.”

      Jayela stared at me for a long moment then burst into laughter. “My God, men are so dumb. Did you ever name your car? When you were in high school or something?”

      “Sure. Had a truck named Big Red.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Original. You ever named anything else?”

      “Such as? I can tell you’re fishing for something in particular here.”

      She grinned. “Ever named your dick?”

      I laughed. “No. Have you?”

      She tucked her hands behind her head and shifted back on her chair, spreading her legs wide. “Oh, Joshy. If I had a dick, it would have the manliest name around. Thor, maybe? Or… Henry.”

      I snorted. “Henry?”

      She shrugged. “After Henry Cavill.” She sat up straight again, resuming her normal position. “Anyway, point being, people name things. I don’t think she named her dildo Boston because she thinks you’re a dick. More likely because she’s thinking of you when she wants some dick.” She wriggled her eyebrows suggestively. “If you know what I’m saying.”

      “Subtle isn’t exactly you’re middle name. It would be hard to not know what you’re saying.”

      I mulled over the idea, but it seemed incredibly arrogant to even consider she could be interested enough to name her sex toy after me.

      But now Jayela had put it out there, the very idea made my balls ache. “At least it’s a big dildo,” I mused.

      Jayela snorted. “A fitting tribute to Kong.”

      “Kong?”

      She tilted her head quizzically. “You don’t like that?” She glanced at my lap, then back up at my face with a wicked grin. “Ted? Rhino? Pointy?”

      I shoved her in the shoulder as she dissolved into laughter. “Shut up. Quit trying to name my junk.”

      Her laughter cut off sharply as she leaned forward, peering out the windshield. “Shit. Movement at the house. Where’s my camera?”

      A wave of guilt washed over me. Five hundred meters down the road, the Saint View Sinners home base sat like an ugly blip on the landscape, the run-down residence on the verge of being condemned.

      I couldn’t tell her that while I shared her same gut feeling that the Sinners were up to something, no amount of watching this house was going to get us anywhere. Knowing the chief would have my head if I compromised the bigger operation in any way, I’d shot off a text message to my contact in the gang hours ago, telling them we’d be watching.

      Some days, I really hated my job.

      Jayela put her camera up to her eye. “It’s Hayden and that weedy little guy we haven’t identified.” Her camera clicked half a dozen times, capturing images in the low light of the fading sun. “Shifty fucks. They’re getting something out of the trunk.”

      She always did this. Commentated our stakeouts like I wasn’t sitting right beside her, watching the exact same thing. It was one of the things I enjoyed about her. She loved this job more than life itself. More than food. More than sex. More than breathing. Her enthusiasm had pumped up my own, until I’d thought we were equal.

      But it was clear to me at times like this, why the chief had picked me to be the inside guy. At first, I’d thought it was a respect thing. That he thought I was a good cop, worthy of being in the know, and involved in tasks beyond my pay grade.

      But as the months had worn on, I’d seen it for what it really was.

      I was the one more easily swayed.

      Jayela’s morals were too strong. She never would have agreed to the things I had. Even if they’d promised her a raise, a promotion—hell, they could have offered Jayela a yacht and she still wouldn’t have accepted bribes from a gang, even if it was for some greater good. She would have found another way.

      I couldn’t see one that didn’t involve me compromising everything I believed in.

      “They’re getting something out of the back,” Jayela whispered, dropping her camera to her lap.

      I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the steering wheel. We were several houses down the street, with cars parked all around us. We didn’t exactly stick out, but if the dumbasses had ignored my warnings and gone ahead and accepted a shipment of guns or drugs, or hell, bodies for all I knew, then the chief was going to have a coronary. My instructions from the get-go were that we needed these guys working with us to catch the bigger fish. They couldn’t go down.

      “Pass me the camera.” I grasped it by the strap, pulling the body up to my eye. Peering through the lens and feeling like an asshole, I made sure my next few shots were blurry.

      “Shit, Josh. They’re getting something out of the back. What is that? Are you getting this?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I wasn’t.

      Hayden, a big guy, covered in colorful tattoos, slammed down the trunk, hoisting something wrapped in black plastic over his shoulder.

      Jesus Christ.

      “Please tell me that’s not a dead body in that plastic,” Jayela whispered.

      “It’s not.” It couldn’t be.

      “Are you sure?”

      No. “Yes.”

      Hayden hoisted his parcel a little higher on his shoulder and darted a glance to his left and then his right.

      Then raised one hand and waved.

      Jayela slumped back in her seat as Hayden waltzed down the street toward us like he didn’t have a care in the world. He stopped outside Jayela’s door and rapped his knuckles across the glass.

      With a heavy sigh, Jayela put her window down.

      Hayden ducked down, resting one elbow on the doorframe. “Evening, Officers. Enjoying your shift?”

      Jayela didn’t bother answering his question. “What’s in the bag?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “I would actually.”

      He grinned and dropped it from his shoulder and down into his arms, yanking the black plastic back with one hand. “Ta da!”

      Jayela recoiled so far she almost headbutted me. “Oh my God.”

      A dead pig stared at us with unseeing eyes.

      “Got him from a friend who’s a butcher. Going to spit roast him overnight, then have a party tomorrow. Want to come?”

      “Pass.”

      “Food will be good. Drinks will be free. Many illegal goings-on to keep someone like you entertained, I’m sure. Sex, drugs, rock and roll. Name your poison.” He winked at Jayela.

      She stared him down. “While I appreciate the invite, I think I have to be literally anywhere else that night.”

      Hayden chuckled. “Like that, is it?” He patted the pig’s rump. “Guess it’s just me and Wilbur then. See you next time, Officers.”

      With a mock salute and a lingering look in my direction, he straightened and strutted down the street, no fucks given.

      “I hate that guy.” Which was the truth, but I was also a tiny bit relieved we could leave. “Want to get some food on the way back to the station? Is it too early for Chinese? I think the place on Lewis Street might open early…”

      I glanced over at Jayela. Her jaw was set tight as she stared out the windshield. She didn’t say a word for the entire drive back to the station. And when we got there, she stormed right inside the chief’s office.

      I followed behind at a much slower pace.

      The chief sat behind his desk, peering up at us. “Can I help you two with something?”

      Jayela kicked the door shut behind me and folded her arms over her chest, glaring at me. “Why doesn’t this bother you?”

      I blinked. “Hayden? He does.”

      She shook her head. “No, I mean the fact that the last three stakeouts we’ve been on in relation to this gang have been complete and utter busts.”

      “Maybe they actually aren’t doing anything illegal…” My excuses were lame, and I knew it.

      Jayela shot a death look in my direction. “They’re as crooked as a dog’s hind leg, Boston!”

      I glanced at the chief, praying he’d give me the green light to tell her everything. But his steely expression gave nothing away. There was no permission coming. We’d been through this. And he’d already made his mind up.

      I sighed, turning back to Jayela and trying to be diplomatic in the hopes of calming her down. “I get it. I’m frustrated, too. But this is the nature of stakeouts. You know that. Most of the time they don’t produce the goods. We just have to be okay with it.”

      I jumped at the slam of her hand coming down on the chief’s desk. “Bullshit! There’s something more going on here, and you know it.”

      Shit. “Jaye, I—”

      “Someone is tipping them off. They have to be.”

      Someone. Not you.

      But I couldn’t do this anymore. Lie to her. We were supposed to be partners, and I wasn’t acting like one. My resolve to keep her in the dark under the guise of keeping her safe and following orders crumbled with every second she stared me down. I couldn’t stand it. I opened my mouth to confess it all. She needed to know what was going on.

      The chief cut me off with a glare, though his words were directed at Jaye. “I’ve told you before to stop worrying about Hayden and his crew.”

      Jayela blinked at the harshness in the chief’s tone. She was a favorite of his, and she was such a good cop, he’d never had much reason to come down hard on her.

      But he was coming like a ton of bricks on this.

      “There’s something going on there, boss. I can just feel it.”

      “And you?” The chief demanded, turning to me. “You share this same gut feeling?”

      It was a question loaded with unspoken intent. I heard it in every syllable. A clear warning to end this now.

      But not in the way I wanted to. Not with me telling Jayela everything.

      Going against the chief would end my career.

      “No,” I said reluctantly, giving him what he wanted. “I don’t.”

      Jayela’s eyes flashed with hurt.

      “Well, with Boston’s observations, and the lack of evidence so far, I think it’s fair to say they aren’t worth watching anymore.”

      “Jaye…” I reached for her hand.

      She stepped away, dodging my touch. “No, that’s fine. Would have been good to know before now that you didn’t share my suspicions.” She bit out the words harshly. “I thought we were working as a team.”

      “We were. We are.”

      She shook her head sadly. “Doesn’t feel like it.”

      She spun on her heel and let herself out of the office, the door slamming closed behind her again.

      I watched her storm away, not back to her desk, but straight out of the building.

      I glared at the chief, anger swirling inside me. “Happy now?”

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Watch your tone.”

      I heard the command loud and clear.

      Drop it.

      The chief sighed. “When are you going to realize this is how the job is? You either learn to fall in line, or you enjoy being a beat cop for the rest of your career. If your superiors can’t trust you to follow instructions, you’re nothing. Donovan is a beat cop. That’s all she’ll ever be.”

      “She’s the best cop we have!”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. The best cops we have are the ones who know how to be team players. Who know how to toe the line. That’s you, Boston. Donovan’s a loose cannon, waiting to explode. She can’t mold the way we need her to. But you have. You’ve shown that. There’s a promotion in the works. Just keep your eye on the prize.”

      I didn’t say anything. Once upon a time, just the mere mention of a promotion would have had me chomping at the bit, ready and eager to do whatever needed doing.

      But that was when I’d thought Jayela would be by my side.

      The chief had just blown that concept out of the water.

      “Are we good here?” he asked finally.

      I needed time to think. Time to breathe and process.

      “We’re good.”

      We weren’t. But if I voiced those thoughts, I wasn’t sure I’d have a job to come to in the morning.
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      I went straight from my mother’s place to the club where the doors were flung wide, a reggae beat floating through the warm night air. We had an hour until the doors opened to the public, and nobody was actually required to be here until fifteen minutes before showtime, but I wasn’t surprised to find my entire staff inside, all seated around a large table with beers in their hands.

      “Eve’s here!” Lyric shouted, her shoulders moving in time to the beat.

      At their smiling faces, a little of the tension ebbed out of my body.

      This is where I should have been tonight. Here, with my people. Not feeling guilty over Boston and being disappointed by my family. Who needed all of that when I had this?

      But I mustn’t have had much of a poker face, because while the others went back to their beers and conversation, Fawn stood and trailed me through the club to the little office in the back where I had a desk. I didn’t spend much time in here because administration duties weren’t my favorite, but sometimes, shutting myself off from the rest of the club was the only way to get any work done.

      She shut the door quietly behind her, closing the two of us inside the windowless room. “What happened?”

      I forced a smile, not wanting to burden her with my troubles. “Nothing. All set for tonight?”

      “Of course. But there’s something wrong.”

      “Really, I’m fine.” I knew she didn’t believe me.

      “Lyric and I can cover your dances tonight if you aren’t in the mood and just want to hide back here or something.”

      Fawn was the newest member of my staff. She’d only been here two years, and yet somehow, she was the one who knew me best. She saw through the front I put up for the others. I knew they cared about me, just like I cared about them, but Fawn had gotten deep under my skin and into my soul.

      That didn’t mean I wanted her worrying about me. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I’ll be out soon to get ready. I just want to pay a couple of bills first.”

      Fawn hovered uncertainly for a moment but then nodded and left me alone. The music was muffled back here, in my tiny room, and I threw my phone and keys down on the desk before slumping into my chair. It was barely nine, and I felt like I could sleep for a month, despite not doing anything physical all day. I really did need to pay some bills, but that felt like an overwhelming task. As did working for the rest of the night. Maybe I should take the night off and just hang out in here.

      My phone buzzed, and I leaned over to retrieve it. I sat a little straighter when I recognized the number, suddenly not so tired.

      Boston: What are you doing?

      Why did just the sight of his name send a thrill straight down low between my legs?

      Eve: You ignore me all day and now you message me at nine? Is this a booty call?

      I cringed after I sent it. It was a joke, but from the little I knew about Boston, there was a good chance the man couldn’t take one.

      Boston: I would have waited ‘til ten for that.

      Well, well. What do you know? Mr. Straight and Narrow did have a sense of humor.

      Eve: Just as well. I would have turned you down.

      Boston: You don’t do booty calls, huh? Is that why you need a massive dildo with my name on it?

      I blew out a breath and realized I was smiling. Touché, Officer Boston. Touché.

      Eve: It was just a gag gift my friends got me. I really am sorry about that.

      Boston: Don’t be. Sorry I was short with you earlier. Shit day.

      Eve: Me, too. Want to tell me about it?

      Boston: You ever feel like you’re having a midlife crisis?

      Eve: I’m only thirty, so I hope not.

      Boston: Same. But somedays I feel like I am.

      Eve: You gonna spend your life savings on a flashy car and start dating an eighteen-year-old?

      Boston: I’m a cop. My life savings total about three dollars.

      I sniggered.

      Eve: Want a stripping gig? Pay is good, and I know someone who could hook you up.

      There was a long pause before he finally wrote back.

      Boston: Is that your way of saying you want to see me naked?

      I raised an eyebrow. Okayyyy. Well, that took a turn I wasn’t expecting. It almost read like flirting.

      Eve: Seems fair. You’ve seen me naked after all.

      Boston: Yeah, but you look better than I do without clothes on.

      I flushed hot at the compliment. Though I was pretty sure it was a lie. I’d seen the way his shoulders filled out his shirt, and the way his pants hugged his ass. He was a beat cop, and that required a fairly high level of fitness. Without him even removing a stitch of clothing, I was sure Joshua Boston’s body was nothing short of exceptional.

      Boston: Sorry. Inappropriate.

      I typed back quickly.

      Eve: Not inappropriate. Do you always do the right thing?

      There was a pause, and then…

      Boston: No.

      I stared at that no for a long time.

      Too long apparently.

      Boston: Did you keel over from shock?

      I grinned.

      Eve: No, I’m just thinking about you being bad and I kinda can’t picture it.

      Boston: I’ve never been arrested if that’s what you’re thinking.

      That was so not what I was thinking. My mind had gone straight to the gutter. I typed out a response with the hugest grin on my face.

      Eve: Actually, I was still thinking about you naked.

      I tapped long fingernails on the tabletop, knowing I should cut this off and go get ready for the show. I was still in the denim shorts and T-shirt I’d worn to my parents’ place. It wasn’t exactly stripping attire. But I knew the girls would cover me for as long as I needed.

      And right now, I needed this. It had been a shitastic day, and flirting with Boston was a nice distraction from it.

      Boston: Funny that. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you naked, either.

      Eve: Seems unfair you’ve actually seen the real deal, though. I have nothing to base my daydreams on. I could be picturing you all wrong.

      Boston: Tell me what you’re seeing in your head, and I’ll tell you if you’re right.

      Heat flushed the back of my neck. This was rapidly moving in the direction of sexting. I hadn’t been expecting it, but I certainly wasn’t going to turn it down. Not with Boston. I got up off my chair and locked the door before I replied.

      Eve: Hairy back, bit of a hump, possibly a few scales…

      Boston: I just spit my Coke out laughing.

      I liked the idea of him smiling at my messages. I imagined him stretched out on his couch in a pair of gray sweats, one hand tucked behind his head while the other worked his phone. He was hot when he was scowling, I could only imagine how a smile would transform his face.

      Eve: So, no scales?

      Boston: No scales or humps. No hairy back either, for the record.

      Eve: I don’t believe you.

      The next message that pinged in was an image.

      I’ve never come so close to falling off my chair. “Jesus fuck,” I whispered.

      It was a selfie in his bathroom. His back turned, one hand up, holding the phone to take the photo in a mirror’s reflection. It didn’t show his face, but it did show every inch of delicious, sculpted back.

      No hair, scales, or bumps in sight.

      I swallowed hard.

      Eve: Okay, so your back is good. But now I’m thinking you’re hiding something on your chest, since you conveniently left that out of the photo.

      I went back to admiring the photo of his back, in particular, the lower half that narrowed into his hips and ass.

      His ass looked damn good. And I knew he was a gray sweatpants sorta guy.

      When my phone binged again, it was another bathroom selfie.

      His body was more perfect than I could have even imagined. Any daydream I might have had about defined pecs and ripped abs was blown away by the real thing. For an insane moment, I considered licking the screen. That was how hot the man was.

      Eve: Jesus Christ. Do you live at the gym?

      Boston: Only every other week.

      He lied. Nobody got a body like that by working out intermittently. His sweatpants hung low on his hips. So low they showed off his V lines and a tiny sliver of dark hair that disappeared beneath the waistband.

      Perv that I was, I tried zooming in to check out what he had going on beneath it, but he was hidden behind the bathroom sink.

      A flash of disappointment joined the heat coursing through my body. Did I dare carry on the game? Just how far could I push the man before he said stop?

      I really wanted to find out. “Ah, fuck it. We’ve come this far, might as well push my luck a little more.”

      Eve: Photo stops at your waist? Shame. I’d hate to think it was your dick that is your problem area.

      Boston: Did you just ask me for a dick pic? I thought girls hated those?

      Eve: We hate the unsolicited ones… Different story if we asked for one.

      Boston: Are you asking for one, Eve?

      Fuck. I think I was.

      Eve: Yes.

      I held my breath, gripping my phone tighter with every passing second. “Come on, come on.” I took a sip of water, trying to drown the sudden dryness in my throat.

      Boston: Soft or hard?

      I spat the water everywhere, coughing as half of it went down into my lungs.

      Eve: You’ve never sent a dick pic before, have you?

      Boston: No.

      Eve: Hard. Always hard.

      Boston: Give me a minute.

      My nipples stiffened beneath my bra, and an insistent ache rose from between my thighs. I leaned back in my chair, imagining Boston slipping his hand beneath his sweatpants and stroking himself.

      The ache between my legs became a pulse.

      Eve: You need any help?

      Boston: You going to send me a photo to jack off to, Eve?

      Tempting. I had a couple of naked selfies on my phone, locked away in a private folder. But we were trying to even the score here, and besides, I was saving those photos for someone I truly trusted.

      Boston and I weren’t there yet.

      Eve: No. But does it help if I tell you the thought of you getting yourself hard is really turning me on? I’m in the office at work, with a club full of people outside, and yet I’m seriously considering joining you.

      Boston: Do it. Fuck. What are you wearing?

      Eve: T-shirt and cutoffs.

      Boston: Take your shorts off.

      Eve: I thought I was supposed to be getting you hard?

      Boston: Oh, trust me. It is. Did you do it?

      I shot a glance at the clock and then at the door. I was definitely late for my shift, but I couldn’t go out there like this. Arousal pooled at my core, coating my panties. I’d slip right off the freaking pole if I went out there as wet and needy as I was right now.

      Wouldn’t that be a fucking show.

      All my staff was out doing their thing. Nobody was going to know what I was doing in here.

      I flicked the button on my pants and tugged them down, lifting my ass until they pooled around my ankles.

      Eve: Yes. I did it.

      Boston: And? What do you want?

      What did I want? I squeezed my thighs together. I wanted to call him and hear his voice grumble down the line. I wanted him to be here right now. I wanted to come.

      I only told him the last bit.

      Boston: Fuck.

      My phone binged again with a video. Holy shit.

      I moaned quietly and slipped my fingers inside my panties while I watched the video.

      Boston’s dick was huge. And the noises he made in the background of his video while he ran his palm up and down his shaft had my breath coming in pants.

      I rolled my clit beneath my fingertips, making tight, rapid circles, going hard right from the very beginning. Normally when I did this, I started slow and easy, but I was already on the edge of coming, I didn’t need slow and easy tonight.

      I needed hot and fast. I needed hard and strong. I needed Boston, but my own fingers would have to do.

      I set the phone down on the desktop, knowing I was too close now to continue texting or watching his video.

      At the last moment, I hit ‘record’ with the camera pointed in my direction.

      I thought about him. About sending him the video. About him watching as I brought myself to the brink while I thought about him. I pushed my fingers up inside myself, stretching my tight cunt, and worked my clit with my other hand.

      Tiny moans escaped my mouth and I threw my head back, rocking on my chair while the pleasure spiraled out of control.

      “Oh!” My internal walls clamped down around my fingers and pulsed, riding out my orgasm.

      I shuddered with the release that had been so very needed. Stress and tension melted away, along with every problem I had riding on my shoulders. All of them replaced with complete bliss and relaxation.

      My phone binged again, and I straightened, wiping my fingers on some tissues. I stopped the recording and checked the message.

      Boston: No good?

      He meant his dick video. I hadn’t finished watching it. Or responded to him.

      Shit, poor guy. Sends his first dick pic, a video at that, and I don’t even respond?

      Blowing caution to the wind, I attached my own video. Then typed out a message.

      Eve: Too good.

      I waited a minute for him to watch, anxiously waiting on his reply.

      Boston: And now I’m hard again. Fuck, Eve. You’re beautiful.

      Many men had called me beautiful. In the club, at bars, during sex.

      And yet somehow, those two words on a text message from Boston meant more to me than any of the others.

      I brought up his video again, watching while he made himself come.

      I moaned at the erotic sight. And then put my fingers back down my panties and started all over.

      Because something about Boston had me instinctively knowing that once was never going to be enough.
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      I lay in bed for hours, alternating between staring at the ceiling with a stupid big grin on my face and watching the video Eve had sent as she made herself come.

      Fucking hell. What a firecracker she’d turned out to be. The video was only from her shoulders up, but I didn’t need to see anything more than that. I could use my imagination.

      She’d captured my complete attention anyway. The relaxed set of her shoulders, her head thrown back, her long dark hair swept up in a ponytail, loose tendrils framing her face. Watching her expression change from one of enjoyment to one of pure and complete abandonment as she’d come, had me hard every time I thought about it. And the noises she made…fuck. I wanted to be the one drawing those sounds from her mouth.

      I’d jacked off so many times tonight it was surprising there was any lift left in my dick at all. Then I’d fallen asleep and slept more solidly than I had in a long time.

      And that was why I didn’t hear my phone the first two times. It was only on the third try that the incessant ringing woke me. I didn’t even check the number. I probably couldn’t have read it with my eyes as bleary as they were anyway. “Hello?”

      There was a rush of words my sleepy brain couldn’t work out. I sat up and looked at the phone, then held it back to my ear. “Chief?”

      “Dammit, Boston. Wake up and listen.”

      That got my attention. “What’s going on?”

      His silence on the other end sent fear trickling down my spine. It was the heavy pause of a man who had been sent to deliver bad news. “Chief?”

      “We just got a call in from Johnson and Stewart. There’s been a stabbing.”

      Relief rushed through me. “Right, okay. Text me the address and I’ll go pick up Jayela now. Give us twenty.”

      I went to hang up but I stopped at a shout from him.

      “Jayela’s place is the address, Boston. There was a stabbing in her apartment.”

      The fear punched through me once more, this time bringing nausea with it. Jayela and Mae both lived in that apartment. I cared about Mae in the exact same way that Jayela did—as a sister. But Jaye was my best friend. My other half for the past decade. Neither of us were any good at relationships. We’d joked more than once that perhaps we were each other’s soul mates and that one day, we’d end up old and retired somewhere together. Not together-together, because I’d never thought of her like that, and the feeling was mutual, but could I have been happy living out my days with my best friend by my side? Absolutely.

      And for that reason, that wholeheartedly selfish reason, I began praying that it wasn’t Jaye. I prayed it was Mae who was hurt. And even though I was ashamed to even think it, I let the question loose. “Who is it?”

      I already knew the answer before he even uttered a word. I knew from the sullen tone of his voice. “Jayela, Boston. And it’s bad. She’s…”

      There was a choked noise from the other end of the line.

      My blood ran cold.

      “She’s what?” I yelled. “Tell me!”

      My fingers clenched around the phone so tightly my knuckles ached.

      “She’s dead.”

      The room spun around me in dizzying flashes of light until I squeezed my eyes closed. “No!”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I didn’t reply. I cancelled the call and hauled myself out of bed, yanking on jeans and a T-shirt as I ran down the stairs of my townhouse. At the door, I shoved my feet in a pair of Converse, and at the last moment, grabbed my badge from the entryway table.

      Jayela and Mae’s place was only a few miles from mine, both of us on the outskirts of Providence in more affordable housing than the center, where all the really big residences were. I fought to keep my focus on driving. Foot on the gas. Turn the wheel. Stop at red lights. I forced my attention to all those things I normally did automatically. And when that didn’t fully occupy a mind that wanted to scream in agony, I brought my focus inward.

      Breathe in, breathe out.

      Eyes forward.

      Don’t think.

      The swarm of cop cars was expected but still out of place, and I pulled in so haphazardly one tire ended up on the sidewalk.

      Jayela would have given me shit for that.

      Blindly, I stumbled out of the car toward the lobby of her apartment building. I couldn’t take in their faces, but the officers stationed at the door stepped aside once they saw me coming, so I must have known them. The elevator to her apartment was always slow, so I took the stairs two at a time, my heavy footstep echoing around the empty stairwell until I burst out onto Jayela’s floor.

      More people. Officers. Civilians. I passed them all in a blur until a hand reached out and grabbed me.

      “Boston! Wait, what’s going on?”

      I looked down at the small woman and then at the taller man beside her. I took me a second to realize I knew them. Tori and Will, Mae’s best friends. My friends, too.

      Fear turned Tori’s eyes wide, and her fingers trembled around my arm. She looked at me like civilians often did, searching for reassurance that everything was going to be okay.

      I couldn’t give her that.

      I shook her off and pushed my way inside the apartment.

      “Boston…” The officer who stood in the middle of Jayela’s neat living room didn’t fit. He wasn’t one of the people we hung out with, drinking and playing stupid card games until the early hours of the morning around the low coffee table. He was the sort of friend we said hi to at the station, then didn’t really think about until the next time we ran into him.

      “Where?” I demanded.

      He bit his lip. “Bedroom. But wait, I don’t think—”

      A scream cut him off.

      I didn’t think. I just pounded down the hall and burst into Jayela’s bedroom, stopping dead in the doorway.

      My knees buckled. Bile rose in my throat, threatening to choke me. I almost wished it would because I would have welcomed the chance to pass out.

      I’d seen dead bodies many a time. It was a staple of my job, especially in an area like this, where rich met poor and crime was high.

      But those bodies were never people I knew. Never people I loved.

      Jayela hadn’t just been stabbed. The red gash across her throat and the pool of blood her body lay in were all telltale signs of the brutality she’d endured in her last moments.

      Agony rushed my system, as strong and swift as a raging current, bringing the guilt and shame and horror right along with it. Pain pierced my chest, my gut, my heart. A thousand stabbing spears that mimicked Jayela’s wounds.

      Another scream caught my attention.

      “We’re going to have to sedate her,” someone murmured, backing away from the huddled ball of a person in the corner.

      Mae. She had her arms tucked tight around her knees, rocking back and forth, staring at her sister with unfocused eyes.

      “Nobody is sedating her,” I snapped.

      “We need to get her out of here, but she keeps thrashing out every time anyone goes near her.” The cop stared at Mae like she was some sort of science experiment.

      Did he expect her to be turning cartwheels? Idiot. “Wouldn’t you? That’s her sister.”

      The man had the sense not to say anything.

      I squatted, grateful for something else to focus on. Because I couldn’t keep looking at Jayela. If I did, it might all sink in, and I couldn’t afford to break down. Not here.

      “Mae.” I reached out to touch her.

      Her head jerked my direction, and she threw her arms out, kicking and screaming and clawing at me. I jumped back.

      The other cop gave me a ‘I told you so’ stare.

      I’d never wanted to punch someone so much in my life. “You don’t touch her, you hear me?”

      I waited for him to agree, then stormed back out through the hall and living area and stuck my head out the main door. “Tori. Will.”

      Tears streamed down Tori’s face. “I can hear Mae’s screams, and they won’t let me in.”

      “She’s hysterical. They want to call in paramedics to sedate her.”

      “What? No, let me in. Let me talk to her first.”

      I didn’t give a shit that I was breaking every protocol. It was what Jayela would have done. “My thoughts exactly.” Tori and Will both pressed forward, but at the last second, I grabbed Tori’s arm. I knew she was close with both Mae and Jayela. “Hey. Can you handle this? It’s…bad.” I couldn’t bring myself to explain exactly how bad it was. I could barely begin to process that myself.

      Another scream from Mae came from deep inside the apartment, and determination hardened Tori’s eyes. “Let me in, Boston.”

      I stepped back and then followed the two of them down to Jayela’s bedroom.

      Tori flew to her best friend’s side, only a slight fumble and a muffled cry giving away that she’d noticed Jayela’s body. Will dropped down beside them, wrapping his arms around Mae, lifting her from the floor. Her screams cut off when she realized who they were, and she allowed the two of them to usher her out of the room.

      But when the bedroom door closed behind them, that left me with nothing to focus on but the cold hard truth of what had happened.

      I stared at my best friend. And all I could think about was the last words we’d said to each other. She’d been mad at me. Disappointed in the fact I hadn’t backed her up. She’d walked away angry.

      That was how things would finish with us. There’d be no chance for apologies. No chance for explaining. This was the end.

      A lump rose in my throat that made it hard to breathe. I wanted to bend over, put my head between my knees, and ward off the impending breakdown that was coming.

      But I didn’t get to do that. Because I was a cop, and it was my job to find her killer.

      So I took every raw edge, every frayed nerve, every choking breath, and let myself feel them. I stared at Jayela’s blood soaking into the mattress and let the anger come. I couldn’t fall apart. That wasn’t going to help Jayela. That wasn’t going to show her that I was still the same cop I’d been when I left the academy. The one she’d been proud of. So I let the rage stitch together the broken parts of me and made a silent promise to my best friend.

      I’d fix this.

      In the living room, Mae sat on the couch, surrounded by her friends.

      “You need to leave,” I told Tori and Will. “We need to question her.” The words came out gruff and short, but sharp words that got straight to the point were all I had to give if I wanted to remain standing.

      I couldn’t find a killer if I couldn’t get off the ground.

      I should have known Tori wouldn’t listen. She went straight into protective best friend mode.

      “We aren’t leaving. You can question her all you want when she’s had medical attention. Can’t you see that she’s not in a state to do anything right now?” The anger in her eyes was belied by the crack in her voice. “God, Boston. What’s wrong with you?” A sob cut off the last of her words, her grief finally overcoming everything else.

      Her husband wrapped his arms around her small frame, drawing her into his chest and murmuring words of comfort in her ear.

      “It’s okay. I can do it.” Mae’s quiet voice broke the standoff between Tori and me.

      I dropped to my knees in front of her. “I need you to get it together and talk to me.”

      Frustration rose when she didn’t immediately answer. Every muscle in my body was coiled too tight, and my heart thumped overtime, a ticking time bomb just waiting to go off. I needed action. I needed to move. I needed to get the hell out of this apartment where all I could smell and see and think about was the deep crimson of Jayela’s blood. My patience snapped. “Do you want whoever did this to get away with it? Come on, Mae. I need you to tell me everything. Any little detail, and I need you to tell me now. There’s no sign of forced entry, so this is probably someone you know. The longer you take, the bigger the chance we never catch this guy.” I lowered my gaze to the floor, my head too heavy to hold up any longer, and silently begged her to have seen something. I needed something to go on, a name of who’d done this, or at the very least, an idea. Around here, murders got solved quickly, or not at all.

      I refused to let Jayela’s death be the latter.

      “I don’t know what happened,” she said finally. “We got drunk last night, and when I woke up this morning it was to Heath yelling my name—”

      I glanced up sharply. “We? Who’s Heath? There was someone else here?” It took me a minute to realize why the name sounded familiar. “Heath? As in Jayela’s ex-boyfriend Heath? What the hell were you doing with him?”

      “Yes. That Heath. I met up with him in a bar last night, and we came back here afterward.”

      Tori’s eyes went wide.

      “We had drinks. A lot of them.” She glanced toward her bedroom.

      I followed her line of sight. Mae’s bedroom was right off the living room. The open door revealed a neat and tidy space, apart from an unmade bed and a mostly finished bottle of tequila discarded on the floor.

      I swallowed hard, putting the pieces together. “You had sex with your sister’s boyfriend?”

      “What? No! I mean, I don’t think so. We had some shots and we flirted. But then Jayela came home. We passed out. Or at least I did. I don’t know what happened after that. All I know is when I woke up this morning, Heath was in Jaye’s room, covered in blood…”

      More pieces slammed together. Heath and Jayela had broken up on bad terms. I’d never really gotten the full story from her, not wanting to upset her further after their breakup, but now I wished I’d pushed her harder for it.

      So instead, I pushed Mae, whose incessant babbling was only fueling the frustration and anger inside me. What on earth would have possessed her to bring her sister’s ex here? She knew that never would have been okay with Jayela. And the longer she babbled, the longer this guy had to get away. That wouldn’t happen on my watch.

      “He was trying to save her, Boston. He had his hand on her throat, trying to stop the blood…”

      “You think that means anything?” I snapped. “He wouldn’t be the first jealous lover who had instant regret. You’re going to have to give me more.” I racked my brain but I couldn’t even remember the guy’s surname. It had been years since I’d last seen him. “Tell me his full name. Quick, Mae. If I can get a team out over to his house now, before he does a runner, we might actually be able to nail him.”

      “Wait. Nail him? You don’t know he did anything.” She turned to Tori and Will, looking for some sort of support, but thank God, they had the sense to back me up. Both of them nodded at her, encouraging her to tell me everything.

      “Michaelson,” she said slowly. “Heath Michaelson. He has an apartment in Saint View. But I—”

      That’d do. I could get the rest of the story from her later. I grabbed a walkie-talkie and barked an order into it. “Somebody find this guy’s apartment and get a team over there now. Restrain him, but you do not talk to him until I get there. Is that clear?”

      A garbled response crackled across the radio in agreement.

      I stared down at Mae. “Did you hear anything during the night?”

      “No, I swear. Heath and I… And then nothing. Nothing until this morning when I woke up and heard him yelling for me.”

      “Did you see him with the knife?”

      She blinked up at him. “What knife?”

      I waved at one of the officers, and they moved into Jayela’s bedroom, emerging a second later with a knife in an evidence bag. He passed it to me, and I held it up for Mae to see.

      She cringed away from the blood-coated steel. I wanted to do the same, but I held my ground, knowing that I needed every piece of information.

      She hesitated, then reluctantly admitted it. “I did see him with that knife but—”

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered.

      “That’s all I saw, though.” She grabbed my hand. “He used it to cut up lemons for tequila shots last night. That’s all.”

      I couldn’t stand her touching me. It felt too much like a comfort I didn’t deserve. What had I been doing last night while this had all been going on? Sexting with Eve. I shouldn’t have let Jayela walk away angry. I should have gone after her and told her everything that was going on. Why didn’t I know everything about Heath? I’d called myself her best friend, but in fact, I’d actually known almost nothing about their relationship. Guilt pressed down hard on my shoulders. “What do you know about him?” I urged Mae. “Is he violent?”

      “Heath? No, never.”

      “Has he got a temper?”

      “I’ve never even heard him raise his voice. And he dated Jayela. You know how she is, she loves to argue. Loved… Oh God.”

      Fury rose inside me.

      I didn’t want to hear it. Not even from Mae. Jayela was good, and pure. The perfect cop. If she argued with anyone it was only because she was passionate.

      Mae’s face crumpled, and she ran for the bathroom, Tori following after. It took her too long to come back, my irritation growing with every passing second. I paced the room, waiting for someone to buzz back and tell me they’d gone to this guy’s house and arrested him.

      “Is there any news about Heath?” Mae asked when she finally returned.

      I stared at her, suspicions going haywire in my brain. “Why are you so concerned about him?”

      “Because he’s my friend!”

      Was she for real? Had she not seen her sister’s body in there? When the man had murdered her, he’d done it viciously and brutally. “Your friend? You said yourself that the man was covered in your sister’s blood. She’s lying dead in there, and you’re worried about him? Your friend probably killed his ex in a jealous rage, Mae! Don’t fucking ask me how he is!”

      She recoiled, stumbling back a few steps. “He was trying to save her! What reason would he have to kill her now, four years after they broke up?”

      “Opportunity?” I spat, voice filled with a venom I couldn’t control. I couldn’t stop the swirl of emotions now. They were consuming me, one by one. “You opened the door to your apartment when you opened your legs for him and let the man back in. You admitted yourself that you were passed out, too drunk to hear a thing. You gave him the opportunity.”

      Mae’s mouth dropped open, her cheeks flaming pink.

      Tori gasped. “Boston!”

      Will stepped in front of her, his anger clear in the pinched tone of his voice. “I know you’re hurting right now, man. But you’re out of line. You’re too close to this. Back off.”

      The pain was all-consuming. I rose to my feet, going chest to chest with Will.

      Mae yelped, pushing between the two of us. “Stop it!” She whirled on Will. “Thank you, but you don’t need to defend my honor.”

      Then she spun back and cracked her palm across my cheek.

      A roar went up from the other officers, one launching himself across the room and grabbing her by the arm.

      But nothing was going to stop Mae from speaking her piece. “How dare you,” she seethed at me. “How dare you imply even for a second that I am in any way involved in what happened to Jayela. You can go to Hell, Boston.”

      It was the wake-up call I needed. My cheek stung where Mae’s palm had made contact, but I welcomed it. I let this new pain clear my head of all emotions, making way for rational thought.

      Mae wasn’t the enemy here. The enemy was still out there somewhere, walking around the streets a free man.

      The officer yanked Mae tighter and withdrew a set of handcuffs from a holder on the side of his pants. “You’re under arrest for the assault of a police officer—”

      I shook my head. “Stop. Let her go.”

      The officer glanced up in surprise. “But she—”

      “I don’t fucking care what she did!” I yelled. “I said let her go!”

      Both the officer and Mae took a step back, and the cuff disappeared from her wrist, as did the officer’s grip. He scuttled out of the apartment and hightailed it down the hallway. Probably terrified of me. I couldn’t blame him. I was as up and down as a roller coaster. But the one thing I knew for certain was that I’d stepped over the line, and I needed to apologize to Mae.

      “Sorry,” I murmured, running a hand through my hair. “I was out of line.”

      Mae wasn’t as quick to forgive. Her gaze still flashed with anger. “I don’t believe Heath did this, Boston. I don’t. You need to listen to me. It looks bad, I know. I thought that, too. But now that I’ve had a minute to think about it—”

      My phone binged with an incoming message, and I edged away to open it. I swallowed hard as I read the message, and then turned to Mae. “It doesn’t matter what you think. Or what I think. Heath Michaelson just admitted to murder.”
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      Halfway to Heath Michaelson’s place in Saint View, I found myself trailing the other cop cars and an ambulance. Four vehicles, all headed to the same destination, but none of them had skin in the game the same way that I did. So even though I was the last one to park my vehicle, I was the first one out and racing through the doors of the shabby apartment building.

      The chief’s shouts splintered through the quiet morning, but I wasn’t stopping for anyone. He could try to take me off this case all he wanted, but I wasn’t listening. The man who had killed my best friend was inside this apartment. I’d be the one who spoke to him. I’d be there when he admitted what he’d done. And I’d be the one to make sure a lethal injection was put in his arm.

      I stopped dead in the lobby.

      Johnson and Stewart dragged a near lifeless body out between them. The man’s hands were cuffed behind his back, and his feet trailing along the ground. His head hung limply, bloodied hair plastered to his forehead, and one eye swollen so tight it was completely closed.

      Nausea rose in my gut at the sickening sight of damaged flesh and open wounds. “What the hell happened?”

      The older cop gave me a hard stare. “He confessed. You can thank me later.”

      I glanced over at Stewart, younger by probably twenty years and not long out of the academy. He refused to meet my gaze.

      “His confession is no good if you beat the shit out of him to get it,” I snapped. “For fuck’s sake, is he even alive?” I rushed forward to pull Heath’s head back and pressed my fingers to his neck, checking for a pulse. I breathed a sigh of relief when there was a steady thump.

      This wasn’t right. Jayela never would have stood for torturing someone into a confession. Instinctively I knew that even in her own murder investigation, she would have wanted everything above board. What these two cops had done to this man was so low, the board wasn’t even close.

      Johnson narrowed his eyes at me. “Do you know what the scumbag did? Did you see? He’s an animal. And Jayela was one of us. We did what we had to do to restrain him.”

      Anger boiled up. “If what you did isn’t legal—if you threatened, and coerced, or beat him until he said what you wanted him to say—none of it will stand up in court.”

      “It’ll stand up. He’ll go down for this.”

      I shook my head slowly. If they’d screwed this up because of Johnson’s fucking crush on Jayela, then there’d be a good chance of me fighting murder charges right alongside Heath. “If this man walks free because of your negligence, it’s you I’m coming for.” I pointed a finger in the older cop’s face. “You hear me? Get him to a fucking ambulance. He looks like shit.”

      He scowled at me, and it was so fucking tempting to punch the old coot in the head. But Michaelson seemed to be getting worse by the minute, the color draining from his face. There was no way he was dying on my watch. He would stand trial, and then he would spend his life rotting in jail, paying for what he did. If not worse.

      A heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder, and I flinched beneath the touch.

      Chief frowned at me. “You know what I’m going to say. You can’t be in on this case, son. We both know that.”

      I hung my head, some of the fight going out of me. He was right. If those other two cops hadn’t beaten the shit out of Heath, I might have. That only made me as bad as them.

      Chief glanced at me with pity in his gaze. “It’s over. We got the guy. There’s no need for you to be at work and involved in the details. Take some time off. See a counselor.”

      I didn’t even try to argue. The adrenaline was wearing off, and shock was setting in. My head was a mass of confusion and exhaustion. It was barely nine in the morning, and yet I felt like I’d lived a thousand lives in the space of a few hours.

      “Come on. Go home. That’s an order.”

      He was right. With a shake in my hand I couldn’t ignore, I managed to make it back to my townhouse, though it took several tries with the keys before my hand was steady enough to get the door open.

      Right there in the entryway, on the little table that I threw my keys on every night, was a photo of me and Jayela. We both grinned out from the image, our arms slung around each other as best friends do. I realized with a start it had been taken during the time she was with Heath. We’d gone out with him, Mae, Tori, and Will, to see a band that Jaye and I both loved.

      I picked the photo up, trying to remember what Heath had been like that night. Had there been signs I’d overlooked? Something that gave away that deep inside, the man was capable of taking a life?

      I should have known. I should have seen something. Instead, I’d gotten drunk and sung along with the band.

      I hurled the photo frame across the room. It hit the wall, glass exploding and raining down over the floor. And then I slid down beside it, an empty scream of pain hollowing out my lungs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I spent most of the day there on the floor, too numb to feel the pins and needles in my legs. Too tired to try walking up the stairs to my bed. By the time night fell, the emptiness in my stomach from lack of food and water became a grumble I couldn’t ignore.

      But it was more than just those basic bodily needs. When I got in my car with the intent of just heading to a fast-food restaurant to grab a burger and fries, I found myself driving to Saint View Strip.

      I stared up at the neon-pink sign for a long moment, trying to decipher why I’d driven here. With no answers, I decided to just go with my gut.

      It was still early, though a blasting beat thumped through the walls and out into the parking lot. There was no bouncer on the door yet, but it was unlocked, so I let myself inside. The dark interior grew lighter as I wandered down the hall until it opened up into the main room. Tables and chairs were scattered around the lower level, and a wide stage with several dancers’ poles took up one side of the room.

      “Get fucked. What the hell are you doing here?”

      I recognized the woman with flaming-red hair. She’d been arrested at the church rally, and she’d been here the night Jayela and I had searched the club. She glared at me now, eyes narrowed with hate.

      Her accusation caught the attention of the big blond guy.

      He looked up from his conversation with the DJ and came storming across the room. “Get the hell out. We’re sick of this bullshit. You think you can just walk in here and mess the place up whenever you feel like it? How many times have we gotta tell you? We aren’t doing anything illegal. This is harassment. So like I said. Get the hell out.”

      They were right. I was out of line being here. Of course they hated my guts. We’d arrested them, searched the club, and accused them of things when there was no proof. I didn’t have a leg to stand on. I’d gone along with the search, even though I’d known that warrant wasn’t legally obtained.

      Coming here tonight had been a mistake. I held my hands up, trying to show I meant no harm. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

      He crossed his arms over his broad chest. He was a brick wall of a man, completely blocking me from getting any farther into the club. “Good. Adios. Don’t come back.”

      I turned away, feeling like a fool. What the hell had I been thinking?

      “Boston?”

      The sound of Eve’s voice was an instant balm to the ache in my chest. It was like throwing water over a fire, then enjoying the slow, rolling rise of the smoke. It wrapped around me, a blanket warding off the chill that had been threatening to engulf me all day.

      And that was why I’d come. I might not have known it in the moment, but something deep inside me had sought her out.

      There wasn’t the same venom in her tone. Only curiosity.

      “The pig was just leaving. Oink oink. On your way.”

      Eve shoved the guy out of the way. “Shut up, Augie.” She pushed past him, coming to a stop by my side. She peered up at me, her big brown eyes full of questions.

      A rush of emotion threatened to take me down. The kindness there, the concern. I didn’t deserve any of it. “I was just going.”

      “I’m more interested in knowing why you’re here in the first place?”

      I couldn’t tell her I’d subconsciously sought her out because I was broken and she felt like a healing balm. “I just want to drink.”

      She must have seen something in my eyes. “I’m working tonight. But you can drink at the bar. Plenty of alcohol there.”

      Augie whirled on her. “Eve! Are you serious? Have you forgotten that the last time this prick was here he trashed the place trying to prove we’re running a sex club?”

      Eve fixed him with a hard glare. “Last I checked, I own this club. If I say he can drink at the bar, he can drink at the bar.”

      Augie’s jaw went hard. “This is a mistake.” Then he stomped out, disappearing into the backstage area.

      We watched him go, and then I turned back to Eve. “I can leave. I don’t want to cause any problems for you.”

      She shook her head hard and indicated to the bar, empty stools lined up beneath it. I took the one in the farthest corner, a spot that was darker than the rest of the seats which caught the glow from the bar lights.

      I sat heavily, resting my arms on the countertop. I’d kind of half expected a sticky residue, but the bar was squeaky clean and smooth.

      Eve motioned to the woman behind the bar, one I hadn’t seen before. “Echo. This is Boston. Get him whatever he wants tonight. On the house. Food, drinks, whatever.”

      “I can pay,” I protested weakly.

      Echo acted like I hadn’t even spoken. “You got it. What’s your poison, cop?”

      “Rum.”

      She turned back to Eve. “I’ve got him. You go.”

      With a final glance at me, Eve nodded. “I’ll check in with you later.”

      The ache inside me started up again the moment she walked away. Echo pushed a glass across the bar, and when I knocked that back in one, she sent me another.

      The alcohol warmed its way through my system, and Echo kept the drinks coming, as well as a hearty bowl of rich stew that tasted as amazing as it smelled. Every bite tasted better than the last. Around me, the music ratcheted up, and bodies filled the other seats along the bar. It rapidly became a crowd, their chatter a low hum beneath the music, and slowly I began to relax.

      Echo pushed another drink in my direction, then cocked her head to one side, studying me. She was a tall black woman, with big eyes rimmed in heavy eyeliner. “You aren’t watching the show?”

      The bar was opposite the stage. It wasn’t an ideal setup because I had to swivel on my seat to watch. But I hadn’t come here to watch women dance, so I was happy with my corner, food, and drinks. “No.”

      “Eve is up in a minute.”

      The temptation to watch Eve on the stage was great. A niggling curiosity in some very male part of me was definitely interested in watching her do her thing.

      But a bigger part of me didn’t feel good about it. It wasn’t what I’d come here for. And despite what we’d done together last night, and the venue, I didn’t feel I had that right. “Is there any more stew, please?”

      Echo nodded and left through doors I knew led to the kitchen.

      Minutes disappeared into hours. Hours that I sat alone, drinking at the bar, watching Echo work while the rhythmic music regulated my heart and my breaths. The people around me came and went, none of them paying me any attention. The alcohol buzzed through my system pleasantly, and I was happy to be around people without actually interacting with them.

      “How you doing?” Eve slid onto the stool beside me, her voice like honey.

      She was different. Instantly I leaned in her direction, hoping she’d talk some more. “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.

      She looked different tonight. Heavy makeup accentuated her eyes and cheekbones. Glitter sparkled in a thick slash across her eyelids, and her neck and cleavage were misted with sweat. A tiny t-shirt covered her breasts, leaving her belly bare, but whatever she wore beneath that was lost to the darkness that crept up from beneath the bar.

      She stared hard. “Echo said you’re drinking to get drunk.”

      “I am.”

      “Do you do that often?”

      I shook my head sadly. “No. Not at all. I’m normally a two or three beers sort of guy.”

      She nodded. “So what’s different about tonight then?”

      A lump rose in my throat so fast it took me by surprise. I’d been doing good since I got here. The alcohol helped drown out everything I’d seen and heard and done today. It helped bury the pain. But the kindness in Eve’s voice nearly undid hours of drinking.

      I glanced over at her. “My partner was murdered today.”

      Eve recoiled, her hand coming up to cover the gasp that punched from her lips. “The woman you were here with the other night?”

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “Yes.”

      “Jesus, Boston. I’m so sorry.”

      I stared down at my hands, wrapped around my glass, and nodded. “Thanks.” I had to force the word out. My throat was too tight.

      Eve’s fingers crept across the bar top and wrapped around mine, prying them from the glass until she held my hand.

      I stared at her fingers between mine for the longest time, fighting back waves of emotion.

      “Boston…”

      I couldn’t face her. I knew if I did, I’d fall apart.

      She inched closer until her bare arm pressed against mine.

      I closed my eyes. Last night with her—talking dirty, getting myself off, watching her video—that had all been hot and fun. But it had been a means to an end. Talk the talk. Flirt it up. Get her off. Find a release.

      None of it compared to the way she touched me now. I leaned heavily against her, needing that contact. Needing her to fill the void.

      She turned her head and pressed her lips to the top of my arm.

      I glanced over at her, and her dark-eyed gaze met mine. She squeezed my fingers. “I don’t like seeing you like this,” she whispered.

      “I don’t like feeling like this,” I admitted, voice cracking in the middle. “Shit.” I turned away, tears pricking at the backs of my eyes. I hadn’t cried in years. I didn’t want now to be the time I started again.

      The music blared on around us, other people danced and yelled and sang. And then Eve reached out, put one palm against the side of my face, and twisted it so I faced her.

      It all disappeared. The noise. The other people.

      I drowned in her sad gaze.

      Then she drew me down and pressed her lips softly to mine.

      I closed my eyes and sank into her, abandoning my glass to hold her instead. I wrapped my arms around her smaller body and held her tight, as if she were a lifeboat in a stormy sea.

      In that moment, she was. She was all I had to cling to in an ocean that threatened to end me.

      Her kiss was gentle and slow, her lips parting, tongue seeking. And I accepted her without hesitation. I greedily hauled her in, her knees bumping against mine beneath the bar top but neither of us really noticing, all concentration on our mouths, our tongues, and a kiss that had become a lifeline.

      My heart pounded, and I snaked my hands up into her hair, holding her face and deepening the kiss until the entire fucking room spun.

      Until I could breathe again.

      Until a flash of light so bright went off the two of us jerked apart in surprise.

      I held Eve close, not willing to let her go, even as several more flashes went off, leaving behind giant white spots to blind me. I moved between Eve and the flash, pulling her closer, cradling her face to my chest until the light stopped.

      Then she pushed me away.

      “Well, well, well. What do we have here? Copper getting it on with a stripper in a sex club.” Augie glanced up at me. “Your term, not mine.” He leaned against the bar, scrolling through a series of photos on his phone. “Good work, Eve. Using those feminine charms like a pro.”

      Shock punched through my gut. “What?”

      Augie held up his phone, an image of Eve and I wrapped around each other on the screen, our lips locked in a passionate embrace.

      Heat crept up the back of my neck. Even on such a tiny screen, I could see the desperation in the clinch. My hold on her needy.

      The heat turned into full-fledged embarrassment. I barely knew this woman, and yet here I was, throwing myself at her like some stupid teenager with a crush.

      Augie chuckled. “Don’t worry, cop. Just a little bit of insurance. You leave us alone, and this photo never has to see the light of day. You keep harassing us and I’ll send it to every email inbox within the police department. And the local newspapers for good measure.”

      Cold seeped through all other emotions. I gaped at Eve. But when she didn’t immediately respond, I turned my attention on Augie. “Are you blackmailing me?”

      That finally spurred Eve into action. “What? Blackmailing?”

      Augie waved the phone in my face. “Blackmail. Motivation. Whatever you want to call it. Whatever keeps you out of this club.”

      Anger reared its ugly head. It had been there all day, held at bay by my sadness and pain. But now it came roaring to the surface, desperate for a release. “Give me your phone. Delete those photos. Now.”

      Augie taunted me. “Nuh ah. Where’s your badge tonight, copper? You haven’t got it, do you? No uniform, no badge, no cuffs. As far as I can see, you have no power here.”

      The anger swelled, and I pushed to my feet, lunging for the phone.

      Augie danced out of my way.

      But he was right. I couldn’t force him to give me the phone or delete the incriminating photo. A heavy disappointment stole through the anger.

      I’d thought that kiss had been real. I thought I’d felt something in it, something beyond a physical attraction. The disappointment stirred the anger up until it was all I could see. I pinned Eve with a hard glare. “You set me up? Who does that? Today of all days, and after what I told you. This is my career, Eve! Messing with that’s fucking evil.”

      It wasn’t lost on me that Eve and Evil sounded really similar.

      Her head snapped away from Augie and toward me. Her mouth dropped open. Then closed. Then opened again. She shot off her stool and put herself right between me and Augie.

      But it was me she stared at with shimmering eyes. Me she stared at with fire in her gaze.

      She slammed one hand into my chest. “I set you up? How the hell would I have set you up, Boston? You came in here tonight. You! I didn’t invite you. I didn’t trick you or coerce you into coming here. I opened my fucking bar to you. Fed you. And yeah, maybe I kissed you.”

      The fire in her eyes flickered, showing a raw vulnerability. It was only a flash. But it was there.

      I saw it.

      But Eve didn’t give me time to comment.

      “The real question here isn’t whether I set you up, but why a photo of you kissing me would be such a problem for you. Great to know that kissing me would have such devastating effects on your career. What about my career? You’re the one who waltzed in here and accused me of running a sex club! You’re the one who trashed my place. Who’s ruining whose career, again? But I was willing to overlook all that. To be the bigger fucking person.”

      Her chest heaved, fingers balled into fists at her sides. Her gaze raked over me, head to toe in a long, sweeping look that somehow tore me right open.

      She saw me for who I truly was.

      And I saw her.

      “I don’t know why I thought you were something different. You’re just like all the rest. Get out of my club,” she seethed.

      Augie smirked at me and held the phone up again, the photo still displayed. It was way too fucking tempting to punch him in his smug face. But Eve still stood between us, and even though I was pissed, I wasn’t going to risk taking a swing at Augie while she was anywhere near him.

      I walked out of the club, leaving Augie, Eve, and the photo behind.
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      I watched Boston walk out of the club with a red haze clouding my vision. Fuck him for last night and turning me on like no other guy ever had. Fuck him for walking in here tonight, soft and vulnerable and sad. Fuck him for kissing me back.

      Fuck him for being so damn good at it.

      I clenched my fingers into fists at my sides, spun on Augie, and slammed one right into his stomach.

      My knuckles met hard abs with a jolt, but the satisfaction I got from Augie doubled over and winded outweighed any ache in my hand.

      He coughed and spluttered, clutching his midsection. “What the hell, Eve! What was that for?”

      I snatched his phone from his hand and found the photos he’d taken of me and Boston. The one of us kissing gave me the tiniest moment of pause. I’d been into that kiss. I’d felt it right down to my toes. It wasn’t a typical first kiss, that was full of heat and passion and a promise to rip the other person’s clothes off.

      He’d been so full of pain, I’d just wanted to take some of it away. Something deep inside me called out to comfort him, protect him. And he’d sunk into that kiss like he needed it to keep going.

      Ha. What a fucking lie.

      I hit the ‘delete’ icon and thrust the phone back at Augie. He wasn’t in my good books either. “Who asked you to do that?”

      “I was just trying to help!”

      “I don’t need your help, Augie! I’m perfectly capable of handling Boston and the cops without your interference. Got it? I know we’re friends, but don’t forget, I was doing this way before you came along, and I’ll be doing it way after you’ve lost interest and moved on to something else.”

      Suitably chastised, he nodded once. “Understood.”

      A little of the fight went out of me. This was Augie to a T. He was such a prick, pissing off almost everyone, never letting people see that there was actually a nice guy inside him. The good inside was almost always misguided, as it was tonight. But it was there if you searched deep enough.

      Most people didn’t look beyond the surface. But I did. So I blew out a long breath and patted him on his solid shoulder. “How’s your gut?”

      “Sore. Who taught you to punch like that?”

      “You don’t work at a strip club as long as I have and not know how to take care of yourself.”

      He nodded and shuffled away without an apology.

      I wouldn’t have expected one. That was part of why Augie and I got along. We understood each other.

      Needing some fresh air, I shuffled to the doors. It was close enough to closing time that there was no line waiting to get in, and Terry, our bouncer, sat on his stool staring off into the dark night. I stopped beside him and leaned against the side of the building, breathing in deep, warm, almost summer air.

      He glanced over at me with a fatherly smile. Terry was a big guy. Huge, really. Almost a foot taller than me, and probably twice as wide. He was also ten years older, married to a lovely, tiny woman, and the two of them had a couple of preteen kids. He’d worked the door at the club longer than even I’d been around. I’d inherited him from Sal when I bought the place.

      “Wanna tell me what that was all about? I stuck my head in when I heard the commotion, but you had it under control.”

      I grinned up at him. “Augie asked me who taught me how to throw a punch.”

      Terry smiled softly and gazed down at his lap. “When I taught you that, you were barely older than my kids are now.”

      “I know. Time flies, huh?”

      “Sure does.”

      He eyed me, and I could tell there was more he wanted to say. But I gave a tiny shake of my head, and that was enough. Terry nodded, accepting that I didn’t want to talk about Boston and what had happened between us. None of them knew about what he and I had done on the phone last night. So me suddenly kissing him was highly likely the hot topic of gossip floating around the club right now.

      I sighed and pushed off the wall. “I suppose I should get back to it.”

      “Wait. I nearly forgot. Someone gave me this for you.” Terry took an envelope from the pocket of his jeans and passed it over to me. “I shoved it in my pocket to give to you after the show, but since you’re here now, you might as well take it.”

      I peered at it in the dim light. “Who’s it from?”

      Terry shrugged. “No idea. Some guy. Never seen him before. I told him he could give you his fan mail himself, but he said he didn’t know which one you were.”

      I frowned. “Why is he writing me letters if he doesn’t know who I am?” I dragged a nail beneath the seal, ripping open the envelope. There was a single piece of paper inside, folded neatly several times. I took it out and smoothed over the creases with my palm so I could read it. Terry flicked on his flashlight and trained it on the paper so I’d have enough light to read by.

      Whores in the whorehouse. I see you.

      “Oh, hell no,” Terry grunted, getting off his stool. “Fuck that shit. Give me that.”

      He grabbed the paper before I could protest and stormed through the club, searching the tables one by one. “There.” He pointed to a lanky man whose red hair flopped in his eyes. His cheeks were a ruddy pink, probably from too much alcohol. He looked up as Terry pushed his way around the table, the man’s eyes widening when he was hauled to his feet by the back of his shirt.

      Terry had him up against the wall in seconds. And though I’d just punched Augie in the stomach and told him off for trying to handle my business, I let Terry go at it now, knowing he knew me well enough to let me have my say.

      “Want to explain this letter you left me?” I asked.

      Terry shoved the piece of paper in the guy’s face.

      The redhead held his hands up in surrender. “I didn’t!”

      I didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t one of our regulars, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been in here before. We had a lot of patrons who came once or twice on a bucks night, then not again for months or even years. “My man Terry here says you did.” I glanced at Terry for confirmation.

      He nodded. “Definitely him, boss.”

      Half the club was staring at us. I couldn’t blame them. It had been an eventful night.

      The man reached out to me, then thought better of it when Terry let out a low growl. He went with a verbal explanation instead. “No, I mean, I did give it to him. But it’s not from me. Some woman gave it to me while I was standing in line outside. Asked me to give it to the stripper.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Who was the woman? Which stripper did she mean?”

      “No idea. Never seen her before. She didn’t say which of you.”

      I waited for Terry to confirm or deny the plausibility of the man’s story.

      He shrugged. “I just assumed he meant you because you were on stage at the time he came in.”

      “You believe this guy?”

      Redhead jumped in with a shaking voice. The guy looked like he was about to piss his pants. “I swear, I’ve never even been in here before. I’m not even from around here, just visiting a friend.”

      “It’s true,” one of the guy’s friends interrupted. “Some woman pulled up in a Porsche and told us to give it to you.”

      “You get a plate number?” I asked.

      The young guy shrugged. “No, sorry. It didn’t even cross my mind. I just thought she was delivering mail.”

      “In a Porsche? At nearly midnight?” I demanded.

      The guy shrugged again.

      Terry let him go, and the two of us walked away. “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Twenty-somethings are fucking stupid.”

      I glanced up at him and grinned. “Spoken like a true old man. Though I won’t take insult since I’m thirty. You believe him?”

      Terry nodded. “Yeah. You?”

      I nodded.

      Terry handed over the paper. “You worried about this?”

      “Not worried. Pissed off.”

      “Got any ideas who it’s from? If you hadn’t just run your cop buddy out of the club, I might have suggested you tell him about it.”

      I scoffed. “That won’t be happening. I’ve got a pretty good idea who it’s from anyway.”

      “Want to share your theory?”

      “There was a Porsche parked in William Reed’s driveway when I was there the other night.”

      Terry raised an eyebrow. “You think it’s from him?”

      “Or his old lady maybe. She’s hosting that fundraiser the same night as our penis politician party, and her thing is getting no love on social media.”

      “While ours is getting a ton of attention.”

      “Yep. Just sour grapes.”

      Terry rubbed a hand across his forehead, his worry lines deep. “If you’re sure… The police might—”

      “I’m sure.” The police might nothing. I wasn’t going down there. Not tonight, or any other night. That ship had sailed off into the darkness, caught fire, and sank. That’s how done Boston and I were before we’d even really started.

      And I was balling up the anonymous letter and throwing it right into the flames as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Boston

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared up at the police headquarters and contemplated how the hell I could possibly walk inside, knowing the Jayela was never going to again. Her desk would still be exactly as she’d left it, with an empty coffee mug, and chewed-on pens in the holder. Her jacket would probably be hanging over the back of her chair because it was warm enough now to not need it outside, but the air-conditioning at the station was intense. Hurt panged through my chest, and my head throbbed in sympathy. Though the headache was more about how much rum I’d drunk last night. It had taken me a long time to get off the couch this morning and drag myself into a shower. I had no idea how I’d gotten home or what time I’d passed out.

      But I did remember every single second of the fight with Eve.

      I closed my eyes. I was still angry. Not just with her and Augie. I was angry at everyone, myself most of all.

      And that was eventually what got me off the couch. I couldn’t do another day of lying in this house, completely shut down and nursing my own misery. It wasn’t what Jaye would have wanted.

      I got out of my car and took the elevator to my floor. There were pats on the shoulder and sympathetic smiles, but I ignored them all. I walked straight into the chief’s office and pinned him with a glare. “Don’t tell me to go home.”

      He looked up from his morning coffee. Slowly, he put it down on the table. “Fine. I won’t. But you’re riding a desk.”

      “I want in on the Heath Michaelson case.”

      “You know that’s not going to happen. And besides, there’s no point. It’s open-and-shut. He had means, motive, and opportunity. His prints are all over the murder weapon. And he confessed. We’ve got video. He’s in jail waiting for a trial where they’ll sentence him to life. Or worse.”

      The memory of Heath’s unconscious body being dragged out between two officers sat heavily in my mind. “I want to see the confession.”

      “Camera got knocked over during the scuffle. It’s just audio.”

      “I want to hear it then.”

      Chief tapped his stumpy fingers against the side of his mug. “If I let you listen to it, will it ease your mind any?”

      “Yes. It has to.” It couldn’t possibly make it any worse. I needed Jayela’s killer to be off the streets. I needed him to stand trial for what he did, and I’d be right there, watching when they sentenced him to life. If Johnson and Stewart had fucked this up in any way, I wanted to know now, not when it was in front of a jury.

      “We’re just about to go into a meeting about it anyway. You might as well come along.”

      The chief stood, and I followed the shorter man out of his office, through the bullpen, and down the hall to a large room full of chairs facing various screens and whiteboards. Most of our briefings took place here, and there were already multiple people milling about, helping themselves to a pot of coffee that had been brought in and set up by the window.

      I wasn’t interested in caffeine. I sat myself in the front row without saying hello to anyone and waited for the briefing to begin. The room filled, slowly, like everybody had better things to do. My impatience mounted by the second. My right leg bounced uncontrollably, jitters coursing through my body.

      After what seemed like a lifetime, the chief got up. “Good morning, everybody.” He shot small glances in my direction while he talked about the current open cases, like I was a loose cannon about to erupt.

      He was right to be worried. As he walked through the events of the past forty-eight hours, detailing Jayela’s murder in graphic detail, my head swam.

      He didn’t ask if I was okay. It was probably clear I wasn’t. But I’d come this far. And I wasn’t going to back down now.

      Finally, he called Johnson and Stewart up to talk through Heath Michaelson’s arrest. There were claps and cheers as they stood and made their way to the front of the room. They were patted on the back, and a piercing wolf whistle came from somewhere behind me.

      Johnson smiled proudly, like he’d just been awarded a first-place ribbon. The kid next to him smiled, but there was a stiffness to him. The smile didn’t reach his eyes, and when he shot a glance in my direction, he looked downright worried.

      Johnson droned on, talking himself up, until I couldn’t stand it a minute longer.

      “Just play the fucking recording already,” I snapped.

      All eyes turned to me, their gazes judgmental. I could practically read their minds. He’s losing it. He shouldn’t be here.

      Chief frowned at my impatience, but he hit a button, and the recording played through speakers mounted to the walls.

      “Admit what you did, you prick. Give her the respect she deserves.” That was Johnson’s voice, hoarse and terse.

      “I didn’t do it.” The deep rumble of Heath Michaelson’s voice was a blast from the past. I remembered it from back when we’d been friends. But here it sounded strained and full of pain.

      “You’re covered in her blood. They found the murder weapon. How long do you think it’ll be before they find your fingerprints on it?”

      “They won’t because I didn’t fucking do—”

      “They will,” Johnson taunted. “They will. So admit it. Open your mouth and let the words free. Maybe it’ll ease some of that guilt sitting on your soul.”

      There were two thumping noises and then coughing.

      I’d punched enough people, and been on the receiving end of a fist to the gut, enough times to know what it sounded like. But Johnson’s smug smile didn’t leave his face, and no one around me commented on the fact the man had obviously crossed a line.

      Heath’s voice was a wheeze while he tried to talk and suck air in all at once. “Ease my guilt? Or ease your guilt over your fucking hard-on for her? Ease your guilt that you wanted in her panties, but she wouldn’t look twice at a man like you? Your jealousy reeks. You’re the one who should feel guilty. Did you tell your wife that while you fuck her with your tiny dick, you’re thinking of some hot piece of ass from the station?”

      All eyes in the room turned to Johnson.

      His smile wasn’t quite as smug anymore. I suspected he’d forgotten about this part of his ‘interrogation.’ He waved it off casually, though the tips of his ears turned pink. “He would have said anything at that point. He knew we had him.”

      There was a crash and scuffle, and the audio went muffled. But not muffled enough to cover the smacking of flesh against flesh and the grunts of a man being beaten.

      “Admit what you did to her. Admit what you took from me.”

      My head snapped to Johnson who now looked like he might want the floor to open him up and swallow him whole. “Took from you?” I snarled.

      Choking noises echoed around the room, and my eyes went big. I gaped at the chief, but his face was expressionless.

      “Admit it. Admit it!” Johnson bellowed.

      “I did it. Is that what you want to hear? I did it. You fucking happy?”

      A cheer went up around the room, and Johnson’s smarmy confidence returned.

      I just gaped at all of them. “You are not seriously giving this man a pat on the back for beating the shit out of a man until he confessed?”

      “It was nothing more than a scuffle—”

      “A scuffle? You can hear your fist laying into his skin, Johnson! Were you choking him? Because it sure as hell sounded like it. I saw what he looked like when you dragged him out. He wasn’t even fucking conscious. None of this is going to hold up in a courtroom.” I gripped the seat of my chair either side of my thighs to stop myself from launching across the room at him. “I told you to wait for me. I told you! And you went ahead and did it yourself because you wanted to be a fucking hero and now you’ve fucked the entire thing up.”

      The chief put himself between me and Johnson and held up a hand for calm. “I’ll admit, some of this is a bit on the rough side. But we’ll trim it down to the confession and that’ll be enough.”

      There were nods and murmurs of agreement all around me.

      Was I truly the only one who was going to speak up? Jayela never would have stood for this if the shoe was on the other foot. She was so by the book, so pure and determined and driven by a need for every person—cop or civilian—to be given a fair go.

      Nothing about Heath Michaelson’s interrogation and confession was fair. And now we were going to try to doctor the evidence to make it sound like it was? “You can’t do that!”

      The chief levelled me with a hard gaze. “You’re only here as a courtesy, Boston. You have no say in how this investigation is run, or in how the evidence is presented. We have a lot more than just his confession. His prints on the murder weapon for one. And a motive, being that he was her ex. We don’t even need this confession in the grand scheme of things, so if we take some of it out to save one of our own some embarrassment, then that’s what we do for family.”

      That was what he was worried about? That Johnson might be embarrassed? Johnson fucking should be embarrassed. Not of the things Heath had said about his crush on Jayela. Everybody knew about that anyway. He should be embarrassed over the way he’d completely lost it and beat the shit out of a suspect.

      He’d had a position of power and he’d abused it.

      So had the chief.

      So had I.

      I got up and left the room without a word, disgusted with all of us.
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      “Eve, you need to come look at this.”

      I stopped in the doorway to my office and peered over the top of my monitor to where Fawn sat behind my desk. “What’s up?”

      I didn’t enter the room. I’d kind of been avoiding it ever since my argument with Boston. Every time I’d tried to sit in here and get some work done, I started thinking about texts, and then I started thinking about the videos we’d sent each other, and that was a one-way ticket to horny town. I just didn’t need that right now.

      So I’d handed off some of the admin work to Fawn, pretending I had other things to fill my time.

      I didn’t. It just gave me more time to think about him, and how he was coping after losing his partner, and how I still kinda wanted to punch him in the throat. Asshole.

      Fawn motioned me around to her side of the desk and tapped one fake fingernail against the monitor. “Trolls.”

      She had one of our social media pages pulled up, where we were advertising our upcoming Pin the Penis on the Politician party. Or the Triple P Party as we’d taken to calling it. I leaned in and squinted at the screen. We had hundreds of comments and tags. We’d been monitoring them fairly closely, knowing we’d probably get some hate, too, but then the Boston thing had happened and I’d lost focus. Now there was a ton of troll-like comments.

      I heard they have rats. And herpes.

      Someone I know got food poisoning there and spent a week in the hospital.

      This is so tasteless. If you have any class at all you’ll show your support for Mayoral Candidate William Reed by attending his fundraising gala that night and donating generously.

      I grew increasingly pissed off as I read through each one. But it was the last one that really ate at me. I commandeered the mouse from Fawn, recognizing the poster’s name. “Is this woman for real?” I searched Laura Reed’s profile, scrolling through her friends list and matching names up with the troll comments on my page. “She’s got all her friends posting shit on my event. What is this, high school?”

      “You could post some stuff on hers. Not that her page is getting much traffic so nobody will see it but her.”

      “Not my style.” I grabbed my keys from the desktop.

      “Uh-oh.”

      “What?”

      Fawn folded her arms across her chest and leaned back in the chair. “I know what your style is. You’re going to go confront her in person, aren’t you? Don’t do it. We can just delete the comments.”

      “It’s not just the comments. There was a letter, too. And like you said, it’s not my style to hide behind a keyboard. Plus, I have a beef with William Reed that hasn’t been settled. Perhaps I can kill two birds with one stone.”

      Fawn gaped at me. “You aren’t really going to kill…”

      I cocked my head to one side. “Really?”

      Fawn shrugged with a small smile. “You never know with you. You’re a bit of a loose cannon.”

      I winked. “If anyone’s looking for me, I’ll be back in an hour. Now get off social media and get that bookkeeping done before I get back.”

      She nodded seriously. “Got it. All books will be balanced within the hour. Unless I screw it up.”

      The woman had no faith in herself. I hated whoever it was who had made her feel like that. “You won’t. You totally got it. See you soon.”

      I left her in the club, locking the main doors behind me so nobody could wander in hoping for a midday lap dance and terrify Fawn. It only took fifteen minutes to drive across Saint View and into Providence, and then I was pulling into William and Laura’s neatly paved driveway and parking behind their Porsche.

      Ugly fucking car. So pretentious. The devil on my shoulder whispered that running my keys along its shiny paint job might be fun. But I didn’t listen to her anymore.

      Well, not as often.

      Laura’s shiny paint remained intact.

      I bypassed the bell and banged on the door with a closed fist instead. When nobody came, I banged again. “Reed! I know you’re in there. I think we need to have a conversation.” I didn’t even know which Reed I was addressing. It didn’t really matter. I had bones to pick with both of them.

      When the door finally opened, I was ready with a mouthful of accusations.

      They all dried on my tongue.

      “Eve? What are you doing here?” Boston stepped outside, closing the door behind him.

      God, he looked good in uniform. His fitted shirt tucked into his pants, showing off his tapered waist. The stubble across his jaw was thicker than it had been a few days ago, but it suited him.

      “I’m here to see Laura.”

      “Did you have an appointment?”

      I blinked. “Does she have a secretary to organize her busy days of lunching and tennis? Silly me, I didn’t realize.”

      Boston narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t be a jerk.”

      “I’m not the one whose been trolling all over social media and sending threatening letters.”

      Boston opened his mouth to reply, but Laura came storming outside, cutting him off.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “This is private property.”

      “And so is my club. So stay away from it. Both online, and in person.”

      She screwed up her nose in disgust. “Why would I go anywhere near that place? I heard there’s rats…” She gave a small, smug smile.

      That just confirmed her guilt.

      “You’d know all about rats, wouldn’t you? Considering you married one.”

      Movement flickered at the corner of my eye, but I didn’t have time to investigate what it was.

      “You watch your mouth, you whore.” Laura stepped forward, getting in my face. “You think you can come around here, into my home, accusing me and my family? I’ll have you arrested. Again. You and all your slut friends. And when William is elected, the first thing we’ll do is bulldoze your dirty club to the ground. Let’s see where that leaves you.” She jabbed a sharp fingernail into my sternum.

      On autopilot, everything Terry had taught me as a teenager kicked in. I grabbed the woman’s wrist, gripping it tightly, preventing her from jabbing me again.

      Laura’s eyes widened. Then she launched herself at me, going straight for my hair and yanking it hard. “Get off my property, you bitch!”

      Sharp pain prickled across my scalp, and I let out a startled yelp. “What the hell?”

      I dug my fingers into the pressure point above her thumb, and she screamed. The bloodcurdling noise nearly deafened me before Boston jumped in the middle of us. His arms came around me, lifting me straight off my feet, and walking ten paces down the driveway.

      Laura was still screaming obscenities at me from her front steps.

      “Now who’s not being classy?” I called. “Do you talk to your children with that mouth, too?”

      Boston tightened his grip on me. “Enough, Eve.”

      Laura whirled around and slammed the front door behind her.

      I shoved at Boston’s chest. “Since when do you get to tell me what’s enough? They harass me, attack me, and yet it’s me who’s being too much? I wouldn’t have to be here at all if she didn’t spend all of her time trolling my Facebook page and sending me threatening letters.”

      His mouth pulled into a tight line. “Everybody gets social media trolls. They don’t go to the person’s house and get in fist fights with them!”

      “I didn’t start any sort of fight. I was trying to defend myself.”

      Boston let go of me and stepped back, pinching the bridge of his nose and screwing up his face. “Social media posts aside, what are you talking about with the threatening letter business?”

      I shoved the letter in his face. He read it without touching it. And then he stared at me. “Why didn’t you report this?”

      “To who? You? You proved the other day you’re just as useless as the rest of your damn department. Why would I bother? We deal with things our own way in Saint View, Boston. That’s how it’s always been, that’s how it always will be.”

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Eve. Why do you make everything so difficult? If you brought me this, I would have done something about it myself. We could have avoided this entire scene.”

      “Or you could have ignored it. You could have told me it was nothing. You could have told me I was overreacting. All things I’ve heard it from your department in the past. Your track record when it comes to actually helping people in Saint View? Pathetic.”

      Boston shook his head slowly. “I can’t help you if you don’t want to help yourself.”

      “Like I said, I don’t want your help.” I spun on my heel and marched down the driveway to my car and threw myself behind the wheel. I paused with my fingers clenched and watched Boston storm away, back inside the house, the door slamming behind him once more.

      I jumped as the noise echoed back.

      I was pretty sure the entire house shook with the force of that slam.

      I punched the side of my fist against my door. “Dammit!” I didn’t know whether to scream in frustration or let the hot, angry tears pricking at the backs of my eyes loose.

      A tapping at the passenger-side window caught my attention.

      Reed’s son motioned for me to wind down the window.

      I cracked it an inch. “What? If you’re here to deliver some message from your mother or father, I don’t want to hear it.”

      But he shook his head quickly. “Can you open the door? I need to show you something.”

      He didn’t have the same aggressive anger in his eyes his mother did. Or the same calculating gleam of his father. He just looked young. And lost. He kind of reminded me of Fawn.

      I would probably regret it, but I unlocked the door anyway. “What’s your name again?”

      “Dylan.” He slid inside the car and motioned for me to start the engine. “Can we just drive around the block? I don’t need my mother seeing me with you and stomping out here again.”

      I didn’t need that either. I was more than ready to get out of here and leave the Reeds, and Boston, in my review mirror. “Put your seat belt on.”

      I gunned the engine, louder than I would have normally, and peeled out of the driveway.

      Dylan didn’t talk until we were out on the road, the house disappearing behind us. “I’ve got everything that happened between you and my mom on video.”

      Anger flared through me, hot and fast. I slammed on the brakes, not caring I was in the middle of a suburban street. “You’re here to blackmail me? For real? Get the fuck out.”

      Dylan’s eyes went wide, and he held his hands up in a stop motion. “No, no. I swear. I actually wanted to offer the video to you.”

      “What for?”

      He shrugged. “For whatever you want it for. Post it online. Take it to the cops. Sue, get yourself some money. I don’t know.”

      I stared at him. “Why would you give me that? Where’s your loyalty to your mother?”

      He laughed a hard, bitter sound. “I can’t stand either of my parents. They’re the biggest hypocrites I’ve ever met. And I’m sick of playing the dutiful son because that’s what’s expected of a candidate’s family. I’m supposed to stand there, behind a man I despise, wearing my Sunday best and smiling like all is right in the world.”

      I couldn’t stand his parents either. So I could hardly blame him. “So what? You give me this video, and that’s your revenge?”

      He looked down at the phone clutched in his hands. “I don’t know. I hadn’t really thought it through.”

      I let out a sigh. “Pass me my purse. It’s down there at your feet.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at him. Nobody ever called me ma’am. I rifled through my bag and pulled out my business card, holding it out to him.

      He took it, eyeing the details. “You want me to email you the video?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’ve said my piece. If your mother leaves me alone, I won’t have to come back.”

      “But she attacked you. Called you all those names. This could really hurt my father’s campaign, and then maybe your business would be safe.”

      “It’s not really my style, kid. I’m always happy for a confrontation, a one-on-one discussion, if you will, when someone’s wronged me. But I can be the bigger person when I need to be. It’s not in me to run a smear campaign. I’m not like your mother.”

      “Why are you giving me a card then?”

      I shrugged. I couldn’t explain to this kid that he reminded me of Fawn. And that Fawn reminded me of me, ten years ago. “If your parents get too much, and you need somewhere to go, call me.”

      He turned the card over in his hands. “I’m gay. I can’t tell them. We go to church every Sunday morning. They’ll never accept it.”

      I still remembered the way he and Phoenix had looked at each other at the church rally. It had been barely a moment, but it had been so loaded with attraction that I doubted anyone could have missed it. Even his parents, with their heads stuck in the sand. “You should try them. Maybe they’ll surprise you.”

      He scoffed at that. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t think for a second that his parents would accept that sort of news. But the poor kid seemed like he still cared what they thought.

      I knew how that felt.

      “You know I’m a stripper, right?”

      Dylan nodded.

      “I started stripping when I was younger than you are now. A lot younger. I was only sixteen. I hid it from my parents for a really long time, pretending I was still going to school every day, when really I was going to the club, taking my clothes off, and dancing for men more than twice my age.”

      “Shit. That’s huge.”

      I nodded. “It was. But I never regretted a second of it. I like this job. I like the money, and the people. I like the freedom it gives me. And sure, I shouldn’t have started that young. But I’ve always been kind of stubborn.”

      “When did your parents find out?”

      “I told them the week before I turned eighteen. I had to come clean when they thought they’d be attending my high school graduation.”

      “How did that go down?”

      I almost didn’t want to tell him the truth. Because it had been one of the worst days of my life. “You know those names your mother just called me?”

      Dylan cringed, but nodded.

      “Imagine hearing them from your own mother’s mouth. Then multiply it.”

      He sighed heavily. “Did she ever come around to accepting it?”

      He stared at me with hopeful eyes. He was putting himself in my shoes.

      My mother had never come around. Sure, I’d been invited back for family dinner, but things had never been the same between us. Some words, once spoken out loud, couldn’t be taken back. But I couldn’t bear to break Dylan’s heart. I couldn’t be the one to tell him that leopards didn’t change their spots. I doubted with every fiber of my being that his parents would ever accept him the way he wanted them to.

      “Sure. She came around. Everything is good now.”

      Dylan settled back against the seat, relief etched into his expression. I could only hope that for him, it wouldn’t be a lie.
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      On Tuesday nights, the club was closed to the public so a couple of friends and I could use the space to jam in. They played. I sang. None of us wanted to chase a career in music, but our hangouts had been fun, and over the years, it had turned into something more. It had become a family night, where the four of us put on a show that didn’t involve nudity. I made a pot of my famous stew, baked some crusty bread rolls, and fed whoever turned up. I never really knew who would appear from one week to the next. Fawn, Augie, Phoenix, and Lyric were all regulars. Lyric brought her tiny daughter sometimes, and her sweet laughter echoed around the room as she ran about, being chased by Phoenix or Fawn. My brothers dropped in from time to time, and other friends and family were always welcome.

      I always cooked early in the day, so the stew had time to get tender, but also so I could enjoy my friends. There was nothing I liked better than standing at the head of the stage, with a microphone in my hand, and taking in the family I’d created for myself. I belted out lyrics, watching over them all. Fawn and Augie, flirting in a corner. Echo and Lucinda deep in conversation at the bar. Terry spun his wife around the dance floor, making her laugh while their two kids sat at a table watching their phones, pretending their parents didn’t exist.

      This was my happy place. Nobody was going to tear it down or run me out of town. I owed it to these people to keep my doors open. I was the matriarch, the one who provided them with jobs, and food, and this sense of family that most of them didn’t have anywhere else. They relied on me, and this club was home.

      I closed my eyes and let the music wash over me. But every time I did, I saw Boston. All the different versions of him. The smiling version, when I did something that amused him. The scowling version, that I’d gotten the last time we’d met. The sexy-as-fuck version, who kissed me like no other man had, and sent me videos that had me aching with need.

      A big part of me wanted him here. I could see him fitting in with my family, with my life.

      The logical part of my brain knew it would never happen, and that I had to stop fixating on him if I was going to get over whatever it was between him and me.

      So I concentrated on singing. The band and I practiced until, one by one, the rest of my crew waved goodbye and headed out. Fawn and Augie left together, arm in arm, probably off to another bar where there was more action. Phoenix carried a sleeping Amelia to the car for Lyric, and the others followed, until the club was empty of everyone but me and the band.

      I wasn’t ready to be done yet, though. I wasn’t ready to go home to my empty house and think some more about Boston. “Twenty minutes more? And then I’ll send you home with the leftover stew?” I asked the guys, who all nodded, indulging me.

      We launched into a cover of “Come Together” by the Beatles, which was one of my favorites. I was only two lines into the first chorus when the doors opened again. I blinked through the darkness, recognizing one of the two people who entered. “Well, well, well. Look what the cat dragged in, will you? What are you doing here? Shit, am I being sued again?”

      Liam grinned. “I was in the neighborhood, and hungry. You know I won’t eat anywhere else around here.”

      I stepped down off the stage to stand in front of my old childhood friend and current lawyer.

      He gave me one of his charming grins. “Please, Eve. Feed us. We don’t want to go somewhere else and get food poisoning.”

      “Damn straight you don’t. The only other place open at this time would be Ugly Joe’s.”

      I made a face, and Liam made a gagging noise, both of us grinning.

      I turned to the woman he was with, casting an eye over her. She was gorgeous. A curvy blonde and not at all Liam’s usual type. I would have killed to get her up on stage, though. She had a similar build to me. Not overweight, but not super skinny either. I had hips and boobs and a booty. This woman did, too. “Who’s this?”

      She didn’t wait for Liam to introduce her. “Hey, I’m Mae.”

      “You here for a job?”

      She frowned. “A job? No, no. I have one. Actually, I have two. Definitely don’t need a job.”

      I raised one shoulder in a shrug. “Pity. You’d do well with that face and body. If you change your mind…”

      She blinked. “Sorry?” She glanced around the room in confusion, like she had no idea where she was, before her gaze came to rest on Liam.

      He was barely containing his laughter. He put his arm around her shoulders, his heavy biceps weighing her down. “Oh, Mae. Sweet, sweet, innocent Mae. You really haven’t changed all that much from high school.”

      I chuckled. Liam was such a dick. “Stop being a jackass. She’s obviously not from around here.” I turned back to her. “You’re at a strip club, sweetie. I actually thought that was why Liam had brought you here. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d asked me for a job for a friend.”

      The woman gaped at me. Then elbowed Liam sharply. “That better not be why you brought me here.” Then she glanced at me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that it wouldn’t be a very, um, nice job. I’m sure you’re a very good employer. But like I said, I’m pretty full up on the employment side.” Pink flushed her cheeks. She looked ready to kill Liam.

      I couldn’t help chuckling as he led her to a table, holding a seat out for her.

      “Don’t think that gentlemanly manners are going to save you from this one, buddy,” she muttered.

      Liam grinned at her. “I swear, we’re only here for the food. I happen to know that Eve makes the very best stew around, and that she always has a pot of it on the stove on Tuesdays when they’re rehearsing. The club isn’t open to the public Monday or Tuesday, though, so no strip show for you, unfortunately.”

      “You’re welcome to come back on Friday night, though. We go all out on the weekends,” I called.

      “Um. Thanks. That sounds nice,” Mae answered politely.

      I nodded. I hoped the two of them would come back. Liam hadn’t stopped by in ages, and I’d missed him. We’d spent a lot of time together as kids. He’d played more with my brothers, them being closer in age, and I’d just bossed them all around. “I’ll bring you both stew, yes?”

      “Yes, please. With bread?” Liam asked.

      I messed up his hair affectionately. He was always so perfectly put together now. Nothing like the kid I remembered from the block. “Fine. Bread, too. But you owe me a free consultation next time someone tries to sue me, got it?” I strode across the room, heading for the kitchen.

      “She hasn’t paid me for a single consultation yet,” Liam told Mae. “And she’s been sued a lot.”

      No matter how big he got, he was always a shithead. “I heard that.”

      I got two clean bowls out of the dishwasher and filled them with the still-warm stew. Then added some crusty bread rolls to plates and took them to their table.

      Liam thanked me, groaning with delight as he inhaled the aroma coming from the bowls.

      I smiled to myself. I liked when people enjoyed my cooking. “Welcome. We’re done with practice for the night. But Liam knows how to lock up. Wash your plates.”

      Liam stood and kissed me on the cheek. “Thanks. Catch you later?”

      I nodded. I’d known Liam my entire life. I didn’t even think twice about leaving him to lock the place up. I knew he’d take good care of my baby.

      I handed the guys in the band their takeout containers and promised to see them again next week.

      “Thanks, Eve. The Mrs. would have my hide if I came home empty-handed.”

      “Can’t have that. I don’t need to be searching for a new guitar player. Should bring her down sometime. We haven’t seen her for ages.”

      “I will. Night.”

      “Night, guys.”

      I watched them drive away, and then with a heavy sigh, got into my car. I drove home alone, to my empty house. Sometimes it got to me, that everybody seemed to have someone. The guys in the band had their wives and kids. So did Terry. Lyric had Amelia to keep her company at night. And lately, Fawn and Augie had been spending time together, so she wasn’t around much either.

      “I need to get a puppy,” I mumbled as I trudged up the stairs to my bedroom. My cat was nowhere in sight, probably mad at me for reasons known only to her. But deep down, I knew it wasn’t really a puppy I needed. An animal wasn’t going to be there to ask me how my day was or hold me close in the night and press kisses to my forehead. It wasn’t going to walk into my life in a policeman’s uniform and make me want things I’d thought I was just fine without.

      I stared at myself in the mirror above my chest of drawers. “You’re an idiot. It’s attraction. Nothing more. You’ve been fine on your own this long, there is nothing you need from a man that you can’t do yourself.”

      With a determined nod, I rifled through my drawers, looking for something to sleep in. I immediately went for a soft cotton nightshirt, but then my fingers brushed a sexy, low-cut black teddy, and I paused. How long had it been since I’d worn it?

      I took it out, smoothing my fingers over the lacy bodice. And my immediate thought was that I would have loved to have worn this for Boston. If we’d been on speaking terms right now, I would have pulled it on and sent him a photo.

      Tingles started deep between my legs. Fuck him. I’d put it on for myself, then I’d take a sexy photo and save it for someone who deserved it.

      I shimmied out of the dress I’d worn to the club, unsnapped my bra, and took it from my shoulders, before tugging my panties down my legs. I swapped them for the lacy one-piece, lifting my boobs and fitting them into the material so they sat nicely. The lace brushed against my bare pussy, the need inside me growing. I let my hair down and fluffed it up in the mirror. At the last second, I touched up my bright-red lipstick. I studied my reflection in the mirror, twisting to the back to check out my ass.

      “His loss,” I determined. I looked hot. Too bad for Boston.

      I held up my phone, taking a few selfies of myself staring seductively into the camera. And then I flicked off the lights and crawled into bed. I scrolled through the phone, checking each photo and deleting the ones that weren’t as flattering, leaving me with one I loved. My lips were full and pouty, my cleavage on display, the barest hint of nipple showing through the sheer material. My hair had a sex tussled appearance, and my cheeks were flushed pink.

      My finger hovered over the photo. I wanted to send it to him. There was no denying that I wanted him to see me like this. Instead, I scrolled back to the video he’d sent me, back when we’d actually been speaking to each other. I watched him jerk off for maybe the hundredth time, and I reached between my legs.

      My phone let out an obnoxious ring, Liam’s smiling face popping up on the screen. I let out a frustrated groan. “Shit timing, Liam,” I muttered. But I hit the ‘answer’ button. “What’s up?”

      Liam’s voice was solemn. “Hey. You need to come back to the club. There’s been a shooting.”
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      I hated my new partner. To be fair, the guy was probably okay, but he could have been the nicest person on the planet, and I still would have hated him just because he wasn’t Jayela. Even worse was the fact the chief had forbidden me from actually working. When I complained about desk duty, he’d allowed me to go out in the squad car with Richards, under the guise of getting to know each other.

      I wasn’t interested in making small talk. But it was better than sitting at a desk or babysitting William Reed.

      At least I thought it had been. Until Richards started firing questions at me as we drove around the hood. Everything from my favorite color, to where I’d vacationed as a kid. At some point, I tuned out completely and stopped answering. So the car was dead silent when the call came in.

      “Shooting at Saint View Strip Club. All available units please respond. Address…”

      I jerked upright in my seat and grabbed the walkie-talkie from its holder. “Did you say Saint View Strip Club?”

      When the affirmative came in, I cut them off again. I didn’t need the damn address. “Squad car nineteen responding. Estimated time of arrival, two minutes.”

      Without any instruction from me, Richards switched on the siren and put his foot down on the gas.

      Maybe I did like something about him after all. At least the guy could drive.

      The Saint View streets blurred outside my window, and my heart rate picked up with every passing mile. “Come on, come on,” I mumbled.

      Eve would be inside. The call hadn’t mentioned any injured parties, but that didn’t necessarily mean we weren’t about to pull up to a club full of injured people.

      Or worse. Dead ones.

      The thought of Eve lying dead in a pool of blood the same way Jayela had been stole the breath from my lungs, leaving behind a terror I now knew all too well.

      I couldn’t breathe.

      Richards bumped up the curb, stopping with a screech of tires in the club’s parking lot. I jumped out, not even waiting for him to put it in park. Recklessly, I slammed my way through the front doors and inside the club.

      No bodies. No blood. And the woman standing in the middle of the room was not the one I’d expected.

      “Mae? What the hell?” I stormed over to Jayela’s sister and grabbed her by the tops of her arms. “What are you doing here? Were you here during the shooting?”

      She nodded. “I was the one who called the police.”

      I glanced to her left and realized I knew the man she was with. Liam Banks. He’d prosecuted some cases Jayela and I had worked on, and I’d heard just a few days ago that he’d picked up Heath Michaelson’s defense case. “Good. It’s about time somebody around here did the right thing.”

      Eve chose that moment to burst through the door, eyes wide and hair wild.

      I stared at her, drinking her in, gaze roaming over every inch of her body, making sure none were marked with bullet holes.

      She was completely intact.

      And pissed as hell.

      Her gaze bounced around the club, surveying the damage. But I couldn’t stop looking at her. She had a silky robe tied around her waist that was so short it showed off the tops of her bare thighs. The robe gaped open at the top, revealing her perfect cleavage and the hint of deep-cut lace. Lust shot through me hard and fast. Her feet were covered by fluffy slippers, but it did nothing to dampen the need building inside me, or the relief that she wasn’t hurt.

      Her gaze finally landed on me and Richards, and her lip curled. “Get the hell out of my club, Boston. I’ve got this.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t want to hear any more from her, “I’m from Saint View, we don’t run by your rules,” bullshit. I was still fuming over her not reporting that letter, and I was frankly sick of people changing the rules to suit themselves. Her. The chief. The Reeds. “Your club is now a crime scene, Evil. So how about you get the hell out. You’re holding up my investigation.”

      At the taunting nickname, Eve shot me a look that tightened my balls. I was pretty glad I wasn’t in kicking distance because she probably would have gone for it.

      “I have rights,” she seethed.

      “You do. Like the right to let me work out what the hell happened here tonight. Don’t make me arrest you, Eve. Not again.”

      More squad cars arrived, and she was forced back behind black-and-yellow crime scene tape. But her gaze followed me while I took statements from Mae and Liam and helped the photographers and crime scene analysts with their jobs. Hours passed, and Eve didn’t move. The night air turned chilly, and yet she stood there in the doorway, a complete and utter sex bomb with barely any clothes on.

      Every glance I dared to make in her direction was met with fire in her eyes. Hours after I’d first walked through the door, I let out a long sigh. “Eve, go home. You can’t do anything here tonight.” Or this morning really, as it was well past midnight.

      “I’m not leaving. This place needs to be back in order in time for the show tonight.”

      “There’s not a chance. You won’t even be able to get back in here for a few more hours, and then there’ll be repairs and cleaning…”

      “I’m not leaving.”

      Jesus Christ, she was the most exasperating woman I’d ever met. I stomped into the dressing rooms and, not finding what I was after, changed direction and found myself in a small office.

      I instantly recognized the back wall as the one in the video Eve had sent while she’d orgasmed. My dick twitched in my pants at the thought of her doing that here. In that seat. Fuck. I grabbed a blanket from an armchair in the corner and marched back out to where she stood behind the tape. I thrust the blanket at her. “Here.”

      She eyed it stubbornly.

      “Really?” I grumped. “For fuck’s sake.” I shook the blanket out and put it around her shoulders, tucking it tight beneath her chin. She didn’t stop me. She didn’t say thank you either. But when I looked down at her and our gazes met, a little of the fire had gone out of hers.

      The next few hours were long, but I urged everyone on, pushing them to finish their jobs fast. The fact no one had been injured helped speed things up, and eventually, it was just me and Richards, with Eve watching on.

      Richards leaned against the bar top wearily. “Time to go? I’m ready for this shift to be over, and to go home and sleep ‘til the next one.”

      The idea of bed sounded amazing. Our shift was supposed to have finished hours ago, but I hadn’t wanted to leave until Eve could get back in. I knew she’d stand out there for days if she had to. I eyed her now and then told Richards to go on without me.

      “You sure? You won’t have a way of getting back to the station.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He glanced between me and Eve, and maybe he felt the rising tension the same way I did. But he gave me a small nod. “Got it. See you tomorrow.”

      He ducked beneath the police tape, leaving me and Eve alone in a club full of bullet holes.

      She stared at me.

      “You can come in now. We’re done.”

      She ripped the tape and let it fall to the ground at her feet. She wandered the main room, inspecting the damage. It was mostly cosmetic. A large broken window, glass shards glittering on the floor. Holes where bullets had entered plasterboard and sent chunks of it flying. Furniture moved out of place so the investigation could take place.

      That was our fault. I pushed a table back to where I remembered it from last time I’d been here.

      “Thank you,” she said quietly.

      “It’s just a table.”

      “For hurrying the process along. Don’t think I didn’t notice. I did.” She held up the corner of her blanket. “And for getting this for me.”

      I stopped what I was doing. “You were cold.”

      “I was. It’s warmer in here.” She folded the blanket and put it down on the tabletop. “This place is a mess.”

      “I’ll stay and help.”

      She shook her head. “I can’t ask you to do that. I’ll call Augie and the others once it’s a reasonable time. They’ll come in and give me a hand.”

      “And until then?”

      “Until then, I’ve got a club to put back together. Glass will have to wait until after nine, but the walls I can fix myself. I’ve got filler out the back from the last time we painted.” She looked up at me. “So like I said. I’ll be fine. See you around, Boston.”

      She lingered for the tiniest of moments, her gaze dipping to my mouth.

      My breath hitched.

      But then she hardened her gaze and walked away, disappearing into the depths of the club.

      I was still standing in exactly the same spot, my lips tingling from her attention on them, when she returned a few minutes later carrying a paint tin, a roller, and an armful of fillers with spatulas.

      She dumped them on the table. “You’re still here.”

      “I told you, I want to help.”

      She held up a tube of something. “Fine. Help then.”

      I crossed the room and took it from her, picking up a spatula while I was there. Our fingers touched, her skin soft against the callouses on mine. I had the insane urge to wrap my fingers around hers and hold her hand.

      She jerked away before I could. “You take this side of the room, and I’ll take the other.”

      “On it.”

      They’d sprayed up the club good. There were holes everywhere, and plenty of work to be done. I squeezed the thick white paste onto the spatula and slapped it over the first hole, filling it in and smoothing off the excess.

      We both worked in complete, stony silence, until it drew out so long I couldn’t stand it anymore. “You know we’re going to have to talk about this, right? About who might have done it.”

      “I think we both know there’s only one person who has it in for me right now.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You think William Reed, middle-aged, church-going Christian and mayoral candidate drove by your club and sprayed it with bullets?”

      “You don’t?”

      “I don’t think the man knows one end of a gun from the other.”

      “Maybe not. But it doesn’t take much to pay one of the Sinners or some other gangbanger to do the job for him, does it?”

      She had a point. “We’ll be checking cameras. We’ll get the plates of whoever did this.”

      She shook her head. “What cameras? Nobody on the strip can afford surveillance. And even if they could, you think they’re going to willingly hand over footage to the cops? You know that’s not how things roll around here. If there’s even a hint of a gang being involved, any recordings will disappear. Nobody wants that sort of blowback.”

      My first instinct was to argue with her. To say that going through all the legal channels was the right thing to do, and that we’d take care of any pushback from the gangs. But I stopped mid-sentence, because would we? Would we really be there to support her, day in and day out?

      The answer was a big fat no. She’d get shoved to the back of the line, her worries and complaints put into the Saint View basket that was conveniently ignored until someone needed a scapegoat.

      I went quiet, silently filling holes, while swearing to do better. If William had even so much as sniffed in her direction, I’d find out about it.

      Across the room, Eve filled holes at twice the speed I did. Her spatula slapped and scraped against the wall as she moved from one hole to the next, working with jerky, stiff movements. I couldn’t help watching her. She filled them methodically, pulling a chair around with her to stand on when the holes were higher than she could reach by standing on her toes. Every time she lifted her arms, her robe rose as well, flashing me her ass and the lacy panties she wore beneath. Her thighs were smooth and perfect, deeply tanned, and every time I caught a flash of lace, my dick twitched, wanting more of that action.

      God, she was so beautiful. No matter what she was doing. I just wanted to storm across the room and run my hands up her legs, familiarizing myself with every inch of them before getting to the treasure at the top. It was a physical ache to keep my feet planted to the floor.

      Eve glanced my way from the top of the chair and scowled. “What are you doing? You’re taking forever.” She inspected my work from her perch. “You’re using too much. You need to scrape it right back around the edges otherwise we’ll be sanding for hours. Haven’t you patched a hole before?”

      I looked over the work I’d done and realized she was right. It was lumpy and clumsy. I’d filled plenty of holes with this stuff. I’d flipped a whole house a few years ago with my dad and a couple of old college buddies. My dad would have had a heart attack over the work I’d just completed.

      But I’d never had to patch holes with Eve Hawkins across the room. She was all I could think about. The lure to cross the room and kiss her until she shut up became an overwhelming need.

      Eve wasn’t even giving me a chance to explain. She continued her rant, not letting me get a word in.

      “Seriously, Boston. If you aren’t going to do it properly, don’t bother at all. It just makes more work for me in the long run, and as you can see by the state of this place, I’m in for a very long day. Just stop now if you’re not going to try—”

      Irritation prickled down my spine. I was trying! She was just that damn distracting, and the more she told me off, the more I wanted her. “Seriously? I’m here helping you after being awake for twenty-four hours—”

      She shoved her hands on her hips, which only made her robe rise higher. “Oh, cry me a river. I never asked for your help—”

      My patience snapped. “Eve! For fuck’s sake, shut up! I’m doing the best I can, but you’re up on a fucking chair, in your goddamn underwear, and I can barely think straight for how bad I want you right now. So take your foot off my balls already!” I slapped another huge chunk of filler onto the wall. Half of it fell straight back off, and I swore beneath my breath while I stooped to pick it up.

      Eve’s gaze burned my back.

      “Boston.”

      “What?” I snapped, turning around.

      She was quiet, all the bossy arrogance from a second ago gone. Our gazes collided. Heat flared in hers, and surprise lit up my chest, forcing my breaths to quicken.

      The tension in the air around us thickened, neither of us making a move but something almost tangible sparking to life between us. On feet that seemed to have a mind of their own, I crossed the room, stopping in front of the chair she stood on, and let my gaze travel up her body. Her shapely calves and thighs. The indent of her waist where she had the belt of her robe tied in a bow. It swung in my face, taunting me, tempting me to pull it.

      Eve didn’t stop me when I did.

      Her robe fell open, the belt slipping to the floor as my fingers loosened, and my hungry gaze rolled over her curves. It wasn’t panties and a bra. It was an all-in-one piece of lingerie I didn’t have a name for. Even if I had, I wouldn’t have been able to remember it in that moment, because all the blood had rushed straight from my brain to my dick. The outfit was sheer in parts, the club lights hitting her perfectly, showing off her dark nipples.

      Her pussy was right at my face height, covered only by the tiniest scrap of lace.

      I put my hand on her hip, drawing her closer, stroking my thumb over the lace and then just below it to touch her skin.

      She let out an audible gasp, and I glanced up at her while I fingered the bottom edge of her underwear. Her gaze burned with need, and it called out to the place inside me that wanted her like I wanted my next breath.

      Testing her, I dragged my fingers lower, tracing the edge of the garment toward her center, but keeping my fingers to her upper thigh. The scent of her arousal urged me on, as did her breaths when they became ragged. My other hand ran up and down her thigh, squeezing and massaging as I went, while my right hand played with the lace, getting ever closer to the junction of her legs.

      She still hadn’t stopped me. Hadn’t cut me down with sharp words or harsh glares.

      Her gaze was molten, her body pliable. Her legs trembled.

      “Hold on to something,” I murmured.

      She pressed her palms to the wall.

      I slipped my fingers beneath the lace and ran them over her bare mound, then lower to cup her pussy. She gasped, her thigh muscles clenching. I stared up at her, meeting her gaze and living for the need I found there.

      She wanted this.

      I pushed one finger between her folds, finding her wet and needy for me. She mewled at the touch on her clit and she widened her stance as much as the chair would allow.

      I should have got her down. Should have put her on the floor, where she would have been safe from falling off. But with her pussy right there at perfect eating height, I couldn’t resist.

      I pushed aside the lace, holding it tight with my left hand to expose her to me.

      I groaned at the arousal shimmering there and explored her folds and clit, running my finger over the tight little bud that made her moan my name.

      “Boston…”

      Fuck, I loved that. And I’d barely begun.

      “Want to taste you, baby. Hold on to me.”

      I gripped her thighs, keeping her open to me, and my scalp prickled in delight when she thrust her hands into my hair.

      I put my mouth to her center, darting a tongue out to taste her. “Fuck, Eve. You taste better than I imagined.”

      She let out a little moan, rocking her hips in encouragement.

      So I did it again.

      “You’ve imagined this?” She massaged my scalp in the same tempo I licked her lower lips. “Oh God. That feels good.”

      To me, too. My tongue was in fucking heaven, pushing against and around her secret bud. She lit up as I flicked it with the tip, her gentle hold on my hair becoming a push on the back of my head, guiding me to where she wanted it.

      “I’ve been thinking about tasting you for weeks. I want to watch you come. In person this time, not on video.” I pushed two fingers up inside her tight canal, eliciting a cry of pleasure from her.

      “Yes,” she moaned loudly, the word echoing around the empty room.

      My dick strained uncomfortably behind my uniform pants, but I ignored it, my sole focus on getting Eve to come against my tongue.

      Her hips rocked, and I picked up the pace, thrusting my fingers deep inside her, hitting her G-spot each time and building her higher.

      I felt the change in her even before she called out that she was close. A new flood of arousal coated my tongue. I got my face right between her thighs, licking her from her clit, right back to her tight little hole, and fingering her until she was panting, aching to come.

      “Boston,” she moaned. “I’m going to come. Oh God, please!”

      Her orgasm whipped through her body, clenching down hard around my fingers, then releasing only to do it again. She screamed out, an echoing “Yes!” of ecstasy that had my dick so hard it throbbed. God, I wanted to get inside her. Feel that clench around my bare cock while I kissed the fuck out of her mouth.

      But there would be time for that. And right now, I concentrated on riding her orgasm out, her hands pressed to the back of my head, holding me tight to her core where I licked and sucked and worked her until she begged me for mercy.

      She stared down at me as I put her underwear back in place, giving it one final rub that had her crying out, then helped her down from the chair.

      She sat heavily, completely spent, her cheeks glowing from her orgasm. “I’ve never had someone go down on me while standing on a chair.”

      “I’ve never gone down on someone standing on a chair. But it was the perfect height.”

      With her sitting and me standing, she was now right at my dick height. She grabbed the outside of my leg and hauled me closer. So close that she spread her legs so I could stand between them. She stared up at me through her dark eyelashes. “Speaking of the perfect height…”

      She eyed my cock, bulging behind my fly, and bit her lip. Her fingers fumbled around my button, fitting it through the hole and tugging down the zipper.

      “Eve,” I groaned.

      I wasn’t sure whether to stop her or beg her to continue.

      But like with everything else, Eve knew her own mind. She tugged my pants down my thighs, and then my boxer briefs followed soon after. I kept my gaze trained on the sweet swell of her breasts that practically fell out of her lingerie, and lower where my mouth had been just moments earlier.

      Eve’s fingers circled the base of my erection, gripping tight while she slowly dragged it up my length. “It looks even more impressive in person.”

      I flushed hot, thinking about the video I’d sent her. “I don’t know what I was thinking sending you that.”

      She stared up at me, while she worked my dick in her hands. “It did seem a little out of character for you. I thought you were so by the book.”

      “I thought I was, too.”

      “And yet, you filmed yourself jerking off until you came. And then you sent it to a woman you barely even knew. Nothing very by the book about that. Joshua Boston, gentleman on the streets, freak in the sheets.” She chuckled.

      I ran my hands through her hair, tugging on her ponytail. She moaned at that, and I felt precum bead at the tip of my erection. “Something like that.”

      She made a needy little sound at the back of her throat. “Show me.”

      I groaned, fisting her hair tighter. I pressed my cock to her lips, arousal glittering there like lip gloss.

      She opened her full, pink lips, wrapping them around the head. Her fingernails dug into the backs of my thighs, urging me so close my knees hit her chair.

      She was warm, and wet, and everything I’d dreamed about from the very first day I’d met her. At her insistence, I thrust inside her mouth, shallowly at first, letting her get used to the size of me. But within moments, she was bobbing her head, taking me deeper and deeper, until the tip of me was hitting the back of her throat. My balls clenched with the need to come, but I fought off the urge, not ready to surrender just yet. Instead, I pulled away, leaning down to capture her mouth with my own. We sank into the kiss. Hot, sweet, and needy. Our tongues tangled without hesitation, and we pawed at each other, fighting to get more, needing to get closer.

      I was desperate to get her naked, to rip that flimsy lace from her body, take her somewhere that wasn’t covered in glass, and pound inside her. But Eve ran the show, pushing me away.

      “I want to taste you.”

      I couldn’t hold back from a request like that. The chance to have her full lips around my cock when I came was too hot to turn down. She took me deep into her mouth once more, running her tongue along the ridged underside, her hands cupping my balls and working that spot between them and my asshole.

      “Eve! I’m going to come.” It was a last-ditch effort to warn her. A chance for her to move away.

      She didn’t take it.

      I came hard down her throat, hot spurts pulsing from my tip and marking her in a way that sang out to the alpha male in me.

      She took it all, every last drop, swallowing it down until I had nothing left to give.

      I slumped back against the wall, unable to do anything but revel in the pleasure of having my mind completely blown.

      She stood to kiss me softly, and I enveloped her in my arms, holding her tight and kissing her back.

      I would have kissed her all night. All morning. For the days and weeks to come. If I’d had my way, I never would have done anything ever again, except kiss Eve Hawkins.

      She pulled away too soon and picked up the putty. “Come on. The sun is coming up, and we’ve still got a club to fix.”

      She could have told me to do anything from cleaning toilets to disposing of a body. And in that moment, completely under her spell, I would have done anything Eve Hawkins asked me to.
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      By the time I called everybody in, I’d found some of Augie’s sweats in the locker room and pulled them over the top of my lingerie. I could have done it earlier, but there would have been no fun in that. I’d seen the way Boston had been staring at me. And I knew that every time I reached for something, he caught a glimpse of my bare ass. I’d wanted him to see me. I was so fucking attracted to him, I could barely think straight. And sure, he drove me insane, and half the time I wanted to kill him, but the other half of the time I wanted to straddle his waist, sink down on his erection, and ride him until I screamed for an entirely different reason.

      It was such a good-looking erection, too. The video hadn’t done him justice. The real thing, pulsing deep in my mouth, was the biggest turn-on. I’d had to make him come so we didn’t get carried away and end up fucking on the furniture like rabbits. I had to get my club together in time for the show tonight. There’d be time later to do all sorts of things with Boston. Right now, we’d just needed to take the edge off.

      The others all arrived not long after I sent the SOS message out, Phoenix with his truck full of handyman equipment. I thanked him as he walked in with a ladder, and in his quiet way, he nodded and got right to work. Augie was the complete opposite. When he arrived, everybody knew about it. Especially Boston.

      He stopped and stared at the two of us talking quietly in the corner. “Is this a thing now? We’re friends with the cop?”

      I lifted one shoulder, knowing full well I was more than friends with the cop. But Augie didn’t need to know that. Augie had the world’s biggest mouth, and the second you told him anything, the entire neighborhood would know. Whatever Boston and I were doing wasn’t anybody else’s business. But I did need Augie to get off Boston’s back. “The cop is helping us fix the club. So for today, he’s on our team. Got it?”

      Augie frowned, but he knew who was boss around here. “You got it. Play nicely with the policeman.”

      “At least until further notice,” I said. “I reserve the right to change my mind.”

      Boston frowned at me, but Augie seemed pleased by it. “You got it.” He wandered off to the back of the club, with me calling after him to sort out the glass repair.

      Lyric turned up after dropping Amelia at daycare, and Fawn trailed in moments later. Her eyes went wide as she took in the damage and the work crew I’d already assembled. Her bottom lip trembled, her big eyes filling with tears.

      I dropped what I was doing and rushed over. “Hey. What happened?”

      She laughed around a teary sob. “Your club got shot up, and you’re asking me what happened?”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “I thought something happen to you.” I waved a hand at the disheveled mess around us. “All of this can be fixed. No one was hurt. That’s all that matters.”

      “How can you be so calm about this?”

      I shrugged. Things like this were the story of my life. It wasn’t the first shooting I’d been involved in. Growing up in Saint View, you didn’t get to eighteen without experiencing gunshots in the middle of the night. Sure, it wasn’t normally directed at me personally, and maybe I should have been a little bit more worried than I was, but I was also a believer in karma. And what goes around, comes around. William would get his, eventually. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of scaring me. If he thought filling my club with bullets was going to get me to run or back down, he had another think coming.

      I was stronger than that. Stronger than him. I’d prove it if I had to.

      But Fawn’s fingers shook, and a tear dripped down her cheek. She had such a baby face, it was almost like wiping away the tears of my own child. I engulfed her in a hug, holding her tight. “Hey. It’s okay. It’s nothing a day of elbow grease won’t fix, right?”

      Her lip trembled, then turned into a full body shake and a complete inability to talk as she broke down in my arms. From the corner of my eye I caught Boston watching us, a worried expression on his face.

      “You okay?” he mouthed.

      I nodded and held Fawn a little tighter, guiding her toward my office. We found Augie in the hallway, and he took one look at Fawn’s tears and lost his shit. “What the hell happened? Was it the cop?” He gripped Fawn by the chin and tilted it up to face him. “Hey. Talk to me.”

      Fawn just shook her head.

      Augie turned to me, true worry making his movements frantic. It hit me then that the big man who almost everybody hated, actually cared deeply for Fawn. I wasn’t yet sure if it was in the same way I cared about her, or if his affection was based in something more than friendship.

      Either way, he trailed us to the office, shutting the three of us inside.

      “I’m so sorry, this is all my fault,” Fawn sobbed, sinking into the chair opposite my desk.

      Augie knelt on the floor beside her chair and took her hand, squeezing her small fingers between his larger ones. I let him comfort her, taking my regular seat behind my desk. This side of Augie was something I’d never seen before, and it was both startling and tender. If not a little bizarre.

      But Augie’s words of reassurance did little to dry Fawn’s tears. She clutched his fingers tighter, but they just kept coming, as did the blame. “I’ll quit,” she babbled. “Do you need my resignation in writing? If you just give me a pen, I’ll do it now.”

      I squinted at her. “Slow down. What are you talking about? Why on earth would you quit?”

      She stared at me with desperate eyes. “I lied when I came here. Or at least, I didn’t tell you the whole truth. I didn’t just come to Saint View because I had a friend who lives here. I actually didn’t know anybody here at all.”

      It was the story she’d told me when I’d questioned where she lived. She’d said she was sleeping on a friend’s couch, and that was how I eventually came to rent her my apartment.

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “You wouldn’t be the first person who’s lied to me. I’m sure you had your reasons.”

      She nodded hard. “I really am sorry. I hate that I lied. You’ve been so good to me, coming here was the best thing I ever did.”

      I waved away her apology, knowing there was something deeper, and more important beneath it.

      “I was living in my car,” Fawn admitted. “Something happened at home, and one day, I just got in my car and left with nothing but the clothes on my back and a few things shoved in a duffel bag.”

      I swallowed hard. I’d always suspected that Fawn’s life before she came to Saint View Strip wasn’t a happy one. But she’d always put on a brave front, and in my opinion, people were allowed their secrets. God knew I had enough things I didn’t want to tell anyone. I just figured that if I didn’t want people prying into my life, then people probably didn’t want me prying into theirs. So I’d done what I could to help her, without asking for details.

      I reached for her hand. “Okay, but none of that has anything to do with what happened here last night.”

      “I don’t think you’d be saying that if you knew what I was running from. Who I was running from.”

      “Then tell me.”

      She took a shuddering breath. “My ex. He’s messed up with all sorts of bad shit.”

      Augie’s face went hard. “Did he hurt you? Tell me his name. I’ll fucking kill him myself.”

      His words sent a chill down my spine. I had no doubt he meant it literally.

      Fawn seemed to understand that, too. She shook her head. “You can’t. You don’t know his family. If they’ve found me, it’s over. I’ve gotta leave. It’s the only way.”

      I shook my head. “Whoa, whoa, slow down. This isn’t anything to do with you. Nobody has found you. This is about me. This has William’s and Laura’s names written all over it.”

      Fawn pressed her fingernails into my palm. “Because we interrupted his speech the other week? No. No way. This has to the Eddie. He gets off on this shit. Scaring me. Taunting me.”

      I hated the fear in her eyes. I just wanted to take it away. She was too young. Too sweet and innocent to be that afraid. Fuck this Eddie guy. I’d kill him myself if Augie didn’t. But for now, I just wanted the fear in Fawn’s eyes to go away. “I’m telling you, this is William and Laura. Laura’s been sending threatening letters, trolling me on social media. I went over there the other night, and we got into it. Boston had to break us up. They want me off the strip. But I’m not going. And neither are you.”

      Augie gripped her chin and twisted it to face him. “Damn right you’re not. If your ex wants to show his face around here, I’ll deal with it. You hear me?”

      “And me,” I agreed. Lyric and Phoenix would have our backs as well, once they found out.

      Fawn let out a shaky breath. “Do you really think it’s William and Laura?”

      There wasn’t a doubt in my mind. “One hundred percent.”

      Relief flushed Fawn’s face. “Okay. Okay, thank God. Because I don’t want to leave. I love it here, with you guys. I’ve got school and friends and dancing and money and freedom. Freedom most of all.”

      I hoped the grinding of my teeth wasn’t audible. Her ex sounded like a piece of work, and she was too precious and untainted for some asshole to come and try to take that away from her. If he showed up, we’d run the little shit out. “You always have us,” I told her. “Nothing comes between the family you choose for yourself. Okay?”

      She wiped her tears and stood. That quiet inner strength she hid inside straightened her spine and pulled back her shoulders. “Right then, family. Let’s get our home back together.”
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      Richards wasn’t at his desk in the bullpen, so I hung my jacket up and went searching for him. Over the past week, I’d learned he had a coffee addiction, so there was a good chance he’d be found in the kitchen, brewing up a pot.

      He was, and he wasn’t alone. Johnson and Stewart sat at the table chatting with him, along with three other officers occupied by cleaning dishes and looking for something in the refrigerator. I tried to keep my face neutral, but it was an effort. I couldn’t forget Johnson’s expression when he’d dragged Heath Michaelson’s unconscious body out of his apartment. Or the sound of him beating the shit out of him on the recording. None of it sat right with me, and though my opinion of the older man had never been high, it had sunk to new lows.

      The worst part was that he had a rookie as his partner and was teaching the next generation that his way of policing was the standard.

      It was all a giant self-perpetuating circle that made me want to rip my hair out and scream.

      “You want a cup?” Richards asked, holding out a mug.

      I nodded, taking it from his hand and moving back to the door, not wanting to sit and shoot the shit while Johnson was around.

      “You should make him pay you for that coffee, Richards. Since he’s making such good coin now.”

      I stopped in the doorway and glanced over at him. “Did I get a pay rise I didn’t know about?”

      Johnson stood and took his now empty mug back to Richards for a refill. “Heard you’re making a little extra cash on the side from your gangbanger friends.”

      I froze.

      Richards glanced over at me with a frown.

      Johnson chuckled, resting a hip on the kitchen countertop while he waited for his second cup. “Don’t look so freaked out. It’s about time you got down off your high horse and wised up to how things run around here. We don’t get paid enough to not take a little on the side when the opportunity arises. Right?”

      Stewart grinned, and the guy who’d been putting his lunch away slapped my shoulder as he passed. There was no shock or outrage on his face. The slap felt almost like…support.

      My gaze met Richards, but he wouldn’t hold it. He put the pot down and walked out of the kitchen without a word to me.

      Ignoring Johnson, I followed after Richards, catching him in the empty hallway. “Hey, wait up.”

      He kept walking until I grabbed his arm and spun him around. “Richards…”

      He shook me off.

      The look of pure disappointment on his face hit me in the gut.

      His expression was near identical to the one Jayela would have given me if she’d still been here.

      “I can explain,” I promised, but it sounded weak even to my own ears.

      “No need. I get how it is, I’m not naïve. I just thought you were different. I’ve always admired you and Jayela. I didn’t think the two of you bought into that shit, and so when…well, you know what happened. I asked to be paired up with you.”

      I widened my eyes. “You did?” No one had told me that.

      He shrugged and kept walking without making eye contact.

      Another person I’d let down.

      Anger built up inside me. Not at Richards. At the chief for putting me in this position. At myself for allowing it.

      I swiveled on my heel, changing direction and storming into the chief’s office.

      He glanced up from his desk and sighed. “You ever going to learn to knock? When did you stop doing that?”

      I ignored his question. “How does everyone else know? Johnson just gave me a virtual high five for taking money from the Sinners. Now the entire floor thinks I’m as crooked as he is!”

      “He’s not crooked.”

      “He’s not straight!”

      Chief sighed heavily. “You’re still young. When you’ve been around as long as Johnson and I have been, you’ll see not everything is as black and white as it seems. So many of the laws we swear to uphold just don’t work in towns like Saint View. It’s not just me who sees that. You know your orders came from above my head.”

      “I want off that case.” It hurt me to say it. Jayela was hell-bent on pinning the Sinners. But it was clear to me that whoever was calling the shots wasn’t after them. They were content to let them get away with whatever the hell they wanted in order to catch the bigger fish.

      It didn’t matter to them that the Sinners might have been running guns or dealing drugs or shooting up Eve’s club. They didn’t care about gangbangers waging wars out on the streets. There was no glory in bringing down a small-town club. Not for the bigwigs. They wanted the big names. The cartels. The mob bosses. The gangs who would put them on the map.

      That wasn’t why I’d gotten into policing. I wanted to help people. Unlike them, I did care about the people in Saint View. I wanted kids to feel safe to walk to school, with no chance of them catching a stray bullet from a drive-by shooting. I wanted those same kids to make it to college without a drug habit.

      That only happened when there were good cops out there, ones who actually cared about people instead of promotions.

      The chief folded his arms across his chest. “Which cases you work isn’t your call.”

      I stared him down. “I don’t want to be involved in this, Chief. I can’t.”

      “You can, and you will. Because that’s your job. Your contact in the Sinners, DeWitt, landed his dumbass in jail, and now he’s running his mouth. I had a call from Liam Banks, reporting that I had a dirty cop. He called you out by name.”

      The blood drained from my face. It was bad enough that word had got out internally. But if Liam had heard, that meant that there were probably others. The guards at the prison. Judges maybe. Everyone whispering behind my back. My face flamed hot with shame.

      “You need to go down to the jail and talk to DeWitt. Get him to shut his mouth before the whole fucking case unravels.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m not doing it.”

      The chief sat back in his chair, pinning me with a hard glare. “You will. Because the man is also claiming that he ordered a hit on Jayela. And I’m pretty sure you’re going to want to talk to him about that.”
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      “Well, this is a surprise,” DeWitt drawled, led into the room by Rowe Pritchard, one of the prison officers Jayela and I were friendly with. “To what do I owe such a pleasure, Officer Boston?”

      Rowe shoved DeWitt into the seat across the table and backed off to the corner of the room. “You good?” he asked me.

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine. I was so wired my heart pounded like I’d chugged half a dozen energy drinks.

      He nodded and walked out, closing the door behind him.

      Dewitt grin was smarmy. Was it the smile of a man who’d put a hit out on a cop? I’d pondered that question over and over again as I’d driven out to the prison.

      It took everything I had to sit calmly and study him, counting off the things I knew silently in the back of my mind. DeWitt was my contact within the Saint View Sinners. Exactly where he sat in their hierarchy, I never quite picked up, but the man had enough standing to offer a cop a bribe. At the insistence of my superiors, I’d fed DeWitt the information they wanted him to know.

      That had seemed to keep everyone happy. Until DeWitt upset the balance by running his damn mouth.

      I curled my fingers around the tabletop, nails pressing hard into the solid wood, trying to hold myself back, while I chose my words carefully. I couldn’t just launch into accusing him of ordering a hit. So I went for the smaller of two accusations first, trying to ease myself in, as much as him. My nerves were so frayed, the last few hanging on by a thread, ready to snap at any moment. “Who did you tell that I was on the take?”

      DeWitt sat back, crossing his arms across his broad chest. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t have the time or the patience for his games. Suspects did this all the time. Played dumb until I laid out the facts in front of them, one by one, proving beyond a doubt that they’d done the crime.

      I didn’t have any proof this time, though. But my gut instinct told me this guy just liked to talk. My instincts shouted that he was a grunt, and that the Sinners had let him take the fall. After all, he was inside, doing time. And I hadn’t heard a whisper about anyone else in the gang going down. Maybe he didn’t realize it, but maybe they’d thrown him under the bus. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. I’ve just had my chief up my ass about it.”

      DeWitt grinned slyly. “You ever tried that? You’d probably like it.”

      I ground my molars. “Who did you tell?” I didn’t trust this guy as far as I could throw him. But I wanted to know what he was saying, and to who. I was sick of letting other people run the show. I was sick of being forced into deals I didn’t want a part of. I was sick of the chief holding my job over my head.

      The rose-colored glasses I’d worn when I joined the police force had been ripped from my face. Then stomped on, over and over, until nothing was left but dust.

      DeWitt leaned forward, the smile dropping from his face. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll deal with it.”

      I’d become the glasses, pulverized by a boot, kicked and stomped until there was nothing left of me. “I’ve been letting you deal with it for months. How about you start talking, and I deal with it.”

      DeWitt drummed his fat fingers on the tabletop. “The new guy. Michaelson. You know, the one you put in here for your bitch partner’s murder? You guys fucked up there. There is no way he did it. You and I both know that, though, don’t we?”

      I froze as his words sank in. I hadn’t wanted to listen to the inkling idea in the back of my mind that poked holes in the arrest of Heath Michaelson. I knew that confession had been beaten out of him, but the rest—the fingerprints on the murder weapon, the motive, the opportunity…I’d let all of that push the idea aside. I’d ignored Mae when she’d told me it wasn’t Heath.

      I launched across the table, grabbing DeWitt by his shirt. I shoved him back against the wall until his head hit the brick, my hands creeping up to circle his throat. “Was it you? Did you kill her?”

      DeWitt chuckled, though the sound was choked by the pressure I exerted on his throat. “Wouldn’t you like to know?

      A hand clamped down on my arm, breaking my hold on DeWitt’s neck.

      Rowe shoved me away, pushing me to the other side of the room. “What the hell are you doing?” He got right up in my face, going nose to nose with me. “Have you lost your goddamn mind?”

      It took a moment for my gaze to refocus. I blinked hard, trying to reel myself in. Shit. What the fuck had I been doing? If left alone, I wasn’t entirely sure I would have stopped.

      The realization dawned on me thick and fast.

      I was no better than Johnson. I’d just done the exact same thing he’d done to Heath Michaelson. Assaulted a prisoner until he told me what I wanted to hear.

      My head spun.

      Rowe loosened his grip on me. “You good?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.”

      “You know that was all on tape, don’t you?”

      “It’s not what you’re thinking.”

      Rowe backed off, letting me go. “It doesn’t matter what I’m thinking. That’s between you and your chief. Ain’t got nothing to do with me.”

      But there was a judgment in his tone, even though his words said otherwise. Shit! Even the prison guards believed I was dirty. And why wouldn’t they? Everything I’d done lately made it seem that way.

      DeWitt piped up gleefully. “Pritchard probably likes you better now he knows you’re dirty. I get the impression our guard friend here likes a lot of things kinda dirty, right, Pritchard?”

      Rowe glared at him over his shoulder. “You want to shut up? Or will I let Boston try to kill you again? Seriously, man. Learn to close your mouth.”

      I made for the door. I couldn’t be here anymore. But I didn’t miss the disappointment in Rowe’s gaze, and it cut right through me.

      “Don’t believe his talk.” I wasn’t even ashamed of the desperate tone to my plea.

      Rowe nodded.

      That was the best I could hope for. With stiff legs, I pushed past him and out into the corridor.

      DeWitt’s raspy chuckle floated out behind me “You’re as big a liar as he is.”

      I closed my eyes. We were all liars around here, it seemed. Me most of all.
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      Fawn, Lyric, and I had been in full-blown hysterics for most of the afternoon. We’d gotten to the club early, blasted some music through the speakers, and cracked a few beers while we set up for the Pin the Penis on the Politician party. I’d had a life-sized cutout of William Reed printed at a place in Providence, where the server had asked if I was part of his campaign. I told them I was his biggest supporter and that I wanted the cutout for my bedroom.

      The woman had frowned at me sideways but hadn’t commented. I’d just shaken my head, packed the cardboard version of William into my car, and driven back to the strip. Lyric had printed an array of dicks on her home computer, then painstakingly cut them out for the pinning part of the evening. I shifted through them now, creating a neat pile on the table we set up by the cutout. “How many porn websites did you have to open to get this many different-looking dicks?” I questioned. “Oh my God. Is this one even real? It’s huge.”

      Lyric glanced over my shoulder. “Oh, yeah. That’s real. I didn’t get them from websites. They’re my own personal collection of dick pics. That’s Eric’s.”

      Fawn squealed. “You printed out dick pics guys have sent you?”

      Lyric shrugged. “I finally found a use for them.”

      Fawn sifted through a couple, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “I always just delete them. I never thought about keeping them. Then again, I never really thought I’d be attending a Pin the Penis on the Politician party either. I wouldn’t have minded sticking a pin through a few of them. Nasty-looking things.”

      I couldn’t help but think about the dick pics Boston had sent me. But there was no way I was printing that off to share with a club full of people. His video was for me and only me. Warmth curled through my stomach at the thought, and my gaze wandered to the spot where we’d made each other come. Tingles started low in my belly, and I pulled out my phone, sending off a quick text to him, asking what he was doing tonight.

      Because I wouldn’t have minded a repeat.

      His reply came back almost immediately.

      Boston: Working at William’s fundraising thing. What about you?

      It was followed by several sleeping face emojis.

      I wrinkled my nose. I agreed with his emojis. That sounded boring.

      Eve: Our penis party is tonight. So I guess I’m working with William, too?

      I took a selfie of me and cardboard William and sent it to Boston. I debated over whether to ask him to meet up after my shift. It would be late, but I really wanted to see him. Fuck it. I’d always been the sort of girl who went after the things she wanted.

      And right now, Joshua Boston was what I wanted.

      Eve: Meet up after we ditch our Williams?

      I put the phone away in my purse before I could get obsessive about him answering it. I had a shit ton of work to do anyway.

      We decorated the club, going all out with glitter and sparkles and penises. I’d ordered in penis-shaped cookies and suckers, and we decided that for tonight, we’d open up the rooms and have guys and girls together. We were all excited about it, with Augie and Lyric arguing over who was the better dancer and therefore going to get the most tips. Their competitive natures were normally stifled by dancing in different shows each night. Put the two of them together, and it was a recipe for constant ribbing.

      Terry turned up at eight, and the line outside was already building. By nine, when we opened, the line was around the block.

      Fawn peered out the window and squealed as she let the curtain fall back into place. “I’ve never seen the line like this. Holy shit. This place is going to be sold out and then some.” She shook her boobs in excitement. “We’re gonna make some money tonight.”

      Yes, we were. And we had William to thank for it.

      Two minutes before nine, Terry opened the doors. I frowned in his direction. He knew we didn’t open early. Not ever. The longer we made people wait outside, the more popular we looked, and the more interest we attracted. If anything, we open five minutes late.

      Terry caught my annoyed gaze and raised one eyebrow, not taking any of my attitude in the same way a father wouldn’t. “You want me to kick him back out, then?”

      Boston stepped through the darkness, and I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. I fought the urge to run across the club and fling myself at him. I turned back to Terry. “Nah. I think we can make an exception for this one.”

      Boston grinned and made a beeline in my direction. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around me, holding on tight.

      The embrace wasn’t expected. It took me completely by surprise, but I wasn’t at all opposed to it. I snaked my arms around his waist and hugged him back. “What are you doing here? Doesn’t William’s thing go until midnight?”

      “I called in sick.”

      I pulled back to study his face, dragging him closer to the light of the bar. “You okay?” His face did seem paler than normal, and a tension frown was etched between his eyebrows. I smoothed it out with my thumb.

      He closed his eyes, leaning into my touch. “Yeah. Just had a shit day. This is exactly what I needed.”

      “A club full of strippers and penises? That’s what you needed after a shit day?”

      “I meant you. You always make me feel better.”

      I fought to keep my knees from wobbling. The man always knew exactly what to say. He was actually kind of cute and sweet when he wasn’t being an absolute pain in my ass. “Even when you’re arresting me?”

      He breathed in the scent of my hair, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “Let’s just say that while you have the ability to take away my headaches, you’re also the cause of some of them.”

      I slapped him on the biceps, but it was playful. I wished he’d come earlier so we would have had more time to talk. “Tell me about your day after? I’ve gotta go and get ready.”

      He nodded, pulling out a seat near the stage. “I’ll be here, cheering from the crowd.”

      “You won’t be the only one.” With a wink, I sauntered away, letting my hips swing just because I knew he was watching.

      Augie was in the women’s dressing room, arms folded across his broad, bare chest. The man was built like a Greek god and had a face to match. It was no wonder he made me a great deal of money every time he worked. “So, should we expect your boyfriend to be here every night now?”

      I frowned at him. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      Augie rolled his eyes. “You just hugged the man. You’re not a hugger. That makes him your boyfriend.”

      “One hug does not make a relationship, Augie. Don’t push your intimacy issues onto me. I hug people just fine.”

      He opened his arms.

      I held my hand up in a stop motion. “Not a chance. Get out of here, I need to get dressed.”

      He sniggered and sauntered out to the backstage area, ready to begin his set.

      I went to my locker, pulled out my outfit for the night, and stripped out of my day clothes.

      Fawn watched me quietly. “He’s right, you know. You’re different with Boston.”

      I groaned. “Don’t you start as well. I hug you all the time.”

      She smiled softly. “Yeah. But I’m different. You don’t bring guys here. And yet Boston has been here several times now. We were just teasing when we put his name on your dildo, but I like the two of you together. He makes you smile.”

      I couldn’t deny that. “Maybe. He also makes me want to stab him.”

      “I think you like that, though.”

      I couldn’t deny that she was right. I did like the verbal sparring, and the yelling, and arguing that led to orgasms. He kept me on my toes. I would be no good with a guy who wasn’t willing to put me in my place. I didn’t want a man I could walk all over. The sort of man I wanted was the one who was waiting out in the club for me.

      I smiled to myself as the music picked up, and Lyric, Fawn, and I made our way to the backstage area. Lucinda had pumping beats pouring through the speakers, and Augie was already out there on the stage, riling up the crowd, explaining about our celebration of penises and politicians. He urged everyone to write their name on a dick and then go see Phoenix who was in charge of blindfolding and supervising the party game.

      A cheer went up, and I grinned at the other women. “Who knew adults liked kids party games? We should have done this earlier.”

      Lyric sneaked a glance out from behind the curtain. “There’s more bodies out there than I’ve ever seen in this club, Eve. We should have done this years ago. This has gotta be an annual event. Monthly even!”

      The noise of the crowd outside had my heart beating against my chest. “Do you guys mind if I go first tonight? I need to get rid of some of this nervous energy.”

      Lyric gave me a sidelong glance. “You mean, you want to dance for your man?”

      Maybe that was part of it.

      I motioned to Lucinda to cue up my song, and when the bass started thumping through the speakers, I let it vibrate through my body. It took over each muscle, and I strutted out on stage like I owned it.

      Because I actually did.

      My adrenaline high only increased knowing Boston watched me. The last time he’d been here, he was so devastated he barely turned in my direction. He’d spent the night drowning his sorrows in a tumbler full of rum.

      But tonight was different. Tonight my gaze slammed into his the second I stepped out on the stage. And though a cheer went up from the crowd, it was him I focused on. Dollar bills floated down around me, but it was Boston I stopped in front of and let my hips sway to the music.

      His eyes flared, then his gaze rolled slowly over my body, starting at my head, lingering on my tits, my hips, my thighs. The heat in his stare urged me on, and I grabbed the pole, swaying my body up it suggestively. We lost eye contact when I spun around, and then I needed my concentration to perform the athletic routine I’d spent months perfecting. By the time the song ended and the room broke out into clapping, Boston’s gaze was full of unspoken demands.

      Demands I wanted to give in to.

      I got down off the stage, taking the steps carefully in my heels, and worked my way through the crowd, dancing in time with the beat of Lyric’s first song.

      I smiled at the men as I passed them and let them stick their money in the sides of my panties and bra. I never got completely naked on stage, but I did normally strip down to a tiny G-string. Today, I’d kept my bra and panties for the time being. This crowd was big, and they’d shell out more money if we teased them a little first.

      But I was willing to leave that to the others. Because there was someone in the crowd I wanted to tease more.

      I stopped in front of Boston, taking in the baseball cap perched on his head, the plain white T-shirt, and dark denim jeans.

      He slouched in his chair, staring up at me from beneath the brim of his hat. “You were amazing.”

      I grinned. “That was nothing. Just the beginning.” I put my hands down on the armrests of his chair and gyrated my body slowly toward him. That move was always a winner with guys who I thought might pay extra for a private room, where I would actually get completely naked. It showed off my best assets—my boobs—and got me close to them without actually making a skin-to-skin connection.

      His eyes widened, and he reached toward my face.

      I caught his hand. “No. No touching.”

      I rolled up his body again, letting my long hair form a barrier between us and the rest of the club. He leaned in slightly, so his breath tickled my earlobe. “That’s not what you were saying the other night when you were holding my mouth to your pussy.”

      Holy shit. I pulled back, blinking at him in surprise. And here I was, thinking I was the seductress. I spun around, grinding my ass over his lap instead, just to give myself a break from the intensity of his eyes. The temptation to lean in and kiss him was too strong, and I wouldn’t do that here. Not in front of this club full of people. If I broke the rules once and let a man kiss me, then all the others would think it was okay to try their luck. It wasn’t. I might let them touch my leg. Or maybe my hip. But every other part of me was off limits. They could look, but they couldn’t touch.

      Not unless I said so.

      And I never said so. Not one man had I ever allowed to touch me intimately while I was working.

      But Boston wasn’t just any man. “Eve,” he groaned from behind me. “You’re getting me hard.”

      More composed, I turned around and took a look at his lap in the dim light. Sure enough, his fly strained, holding back an erection.

      I leaned in again. “Good. Hang on to it until after my shift and I’ll help you take care of it.”

      “Have you got private rooms?”

      I raised an eyebrow. I hadn’t forgotten he was a cop who’d originally come here to prove we were a sex club. Though most of that distrust had disappeared, there was one thing my mama had taught me that I actually did stand by.

      Never trust someone with all that you have.

      It was good advice.

      “For dancing? Yes. It’ll cost you, though,” I joked, not really willing to charge him for something I wanted to do for free.

      But he took me seriously. “I don’t care. Take my credit card and charge whatever you want. I just want to be alone with you.”

      I swallowed hard. Then stood up straight and offered him my hand.

      He put his hand in mine, and our palms met, tingles shooting from the place we were joined. I pulled him up and led the way to the back of the club where we had several smaller rooms we saved for private dances.

      All three were vacant, though they never stayed that way for long. I took the first one, my favorite, and led the way inside.

      “Shut the door behind you.” But then a thought popped into my head. “Unless you wanted more than one dancer? Some men like to pay for two.”

      He kicked the door shut and prowled across the room. “What do you think?” he growled.

      I skittered out of the way, wagging a finger in his face. “Nope. Same rules apply in here. No touching, mister.” I pointed to a couch set up with fluffy cushions. It sat atop a thick rug, and a lamp to one side let off a dim glow. It was staged to feel like an extravagant living room, designed to make patrons feel like they were at home, and that we danced only for them, and not for money. There was a pole, though, in case we felt like putting on a show, or in case they requested one.

      He eyed the pole as he passed but sank down onto the couch as instructed. These rooms were close to soundproof, and only the barest hint of the beat from the main rooms filtered through. I moved to the corner and hit ‘play’ on the small stereo we kept there for this purpose exactly.

      A sexy beat started up, and I made my way back to Boston, standing in front of him.

      His gaze was fire, filled with need, and I rubbed my thighs together, creating the tiniest amount of friction at my core.

      “Dance for me, Eve. Just for me.”

      I closed my eyes, drowning in the possessive growl of his voice. And then I danced. Differently to how I would have out on the stage, differently even to how I danced when I was booked for a private room. Normally I just went through the motions. But the way I moved my body for Boston was a seduction. A striptease in its truest form. I wasn’t just shaking my tits and ass, taking off clothes and throwing them around the room to give some random stranger a cheap thrill. The song was slow, and so I moved in the same way, pulling my hair off my neck, only to let it fall down my back. I trailed my fingers across my collarbone, noticing the way Boston followed my every movement with his lusty-eyed gaze. I traced a path between my breasts and then lower over my stomach and the tops of my thighs.

      I twirled around, flicking my hair, then searching for his eyes once more.

      He sat back against the couch, one arm along the back, legs spread wide. His erection still tented his jeans, but he made no move to touch himself. Every inch of him was trained on me.

      I trailed my fingers back up, hooking them into my bra and undoing it. In one quick movement I stepped up to him, leaning forward. “Take it off.”

      His breath hitched, but he shifted slightly and drew the straps down my arms, dropping the bra onto the floor at my feet. His gaze lowered, taking in my tits.

      My nipples hardened for him, and I had the innate urge to touch myself. To squeeze the tips and roll them, knowing it would feed the sensation building inside me. That wasn’t something I did as part of my job, though. So I refrained. I hadn’t been lying when I said that this wasn’t a sex club.

      So I danced some more, trying to push the arousal away. I tried not to look at him, tried to think about all the other dances I’d done in this very room, the nameless, faceless men I didn’t care one iota about.

      It was impossible. Every time I spun around, Boston was there, watching me with worship in his eyes.

      He wasn’t like the others. I couldn’t pretend he was.

      I pushed my fingers into the top of my panties and slid them down my thighs, stepping out so all I wore were my heels.

      We’d been here before, with me completely naked and him completely dressed. Last time, he’d been quick to look away and cover me up. This time he groaned audibly, his gaze unashamed in drinking me in. It lowered until it hit the junction of my thighs. I never got turned on while working. Normally I was as dry down there as the Sahara Desert. But tonight, my body had a mind of its own.

      My pussy was coated in arousal.

      I wanted him to know it.

      I dropped down low on my heels, hands on knees, and pushed them wide. I let him see the effect dancing for him had on me.

      I wasn’t disappointed by his reaction.

      His fingers clenched in the back of the couch, as if he were physically holding himself back from launching across the room and grabbing me.

      I pushed my ass back and rolled my body up in a wave until I was standing in front of him once more.

      The look on his face was everything I wanted it to be.

      The man was in agony. Every inch of him stiff, holding himself in check. I leaned forward and put my hands on the back of the couch either side of him, moving my body up his. Normally when I did this, I kept a gap between me and the man. But not with Boston. I pressed my tits to his T-shirt and his hard chest beneath. Though it was against the rules, I ran my mouth ever so lightly up the side of his neck. It wasn’t a kiss, more like a drag of flesh on flesh, but Boston’s hips jerked up off the couch, unconsciously looking for a place to meet mine.

      “You’re making it really hard not to throw you down on this couch and fuck you, Eve.”

      I didn’t say anything. Just kept dancing over the top of him, inhaling the scent of his cologne and letting the rasp of his stubble brush over my skin. Every movement designed to turn him on.

      Except tonight, it wasn’t just him feeling it. My core throbbed with the need to strip him naked and sink down on his thick, hot length. My nipples ached to be inside his mouth. Every ass shake, every grind over his body, every glance at his face and the need there had me wanting to touch myself.

      Horny would have been the understatement of the century. The way he looked at me was everything. A sweet, delicious torture that made me wonder how long I could keep this up. Very soon, I was going to have to walk out of this room and go take a very cold shower before I could continue.

      Our gazes connected, and this time, when his hand landed on my hip, I didn’t stop him. His fingertips pressed into my flesh desperately, holding me to him, unwilling to let me go.

      Not that I wanted him to.

      The possessive hold urged me on, dancing for him, bouncing over his lap, simulating the sex I wanted desperately. A tiny moan slipped from my mouth, surprising me.

      I’d never once moaned while dancing. But Boston’s touch had me craving more of it. I couldn’t stop thinking about the feel of his mouth at my core, and the orgasm he’d elicited from somewhere deep inside me. That same pressure built now, begging, and desperate for a repeat performance.

      His palm traced the indent of my waist, and higher up my side until he stopped, fingers splayed open across my ribs, mere millimeters from my breast. He brought the other hand up to mirror the action, holding me still, until I looked down at him. I stared into beautiful eyes that made my heart thump unevenly.

      “I want more.”

      So did I.

      That moan of need escaped again, but that tiny seed of doubt in the back of my mind reared its ugly head. “I meant what I said,” I whispered. “I don’t have sex for money.”

      His thumb stroked the underside of my breast in a way that had me wanting to melt into a puddle. “I didn’t offer any. I’ll pay for the room. And for the dance. But anything else is just us.”

      His hand moved to cup my breast, and when I pushed into his touch, it was all the okay he needed. With lightning-fast moves, he pushed me down onto my back, the softness of the couch beneath me, and I surrendered to what my body so desperately wanted.

      His mouth covered my nipple, hot and wet, and I ran my fingers through his hair as he sucked the tip of me, letting it drag between his teeth, increasing the friction. He took his time, rolling his tongue, flicking at my flesh, and alternating between breasts until I wrapped my legs around his waist, pulling him down on top of me, desperate for the pressure of his body on top of mine.

      “You have too many clothes on,” I protested, tugging at his shirt.

      “And you have none.” He fisted the back of his shirt and yanked it over his head. “Fuck, Eve. You’re so beautiful like this. You shouldn’t be allowed to cover up ever.”

      I smiled as his mouth lowered to hover over mine. “You’d have to arrest me again. Pretty sure they call that indecent exposure.”

      “That can be arranged.” He pressed into the couch, knees straddled either side of me, and caught my wrists. He brought them together like he was going to arrest me.

      “Did you bring your cuffs?” I was only half joking. I knew he hadn’t, but if he had, I would have been happy for him to whip them out and put them on me. Being at Boston’s mercy had new pulses of sensation tingling at my core.

      “Next time.”

      Some inner kink that liked the idea of him dominating me lit up. And then squealed when he pinned my wrists above my head with one hand and brought his lips to mine.

      I closed my eyes and soaked in the feel of his big body over mine. His mouth claimed me, the kiss soft at first, but quickly turning deep with strong, slow strokes of his tongue that reminded me of the way he’d gone down on me. My core gave a happy throb at the memory, and I lifted my hips to meet his, showing exactly what I wanted from him.

      “Stay still,” he whispered in my ear, the promise of so much more in his voice. “Wait.”

      I didn’t want to. I wanted to shove his jeans down and have his thick cock inside my heat. But Boston wouldn’t be rushed. He took his time, kissing me deep and slow, making my head spin, then alternating by sucking my nipples, building them into stiff peaks that loved his attention.

      I fought to keep my hips still, but the need gathering inside me was maddening.

      “Boston,” I gasped, breathing erratic.

      He inhaled deeply, sucking in my scent, and then pushed a hand between us. His fingers slid easily between my folds, gathering my arousal as he went, brushing by my clit that sent zings of pleasure throughout my entire body. His fingers found my entrance, and I moved my hips, taking two fingers deep inside.

      The relief was near instant and yet quickly not enough. He worked in and out of my core, brushing that spot inside me every time, eliciting moans that became louder and louder as a climax built inside me. I writhed beneath him, taking his fingers, and needing more.

      “Fuck, you’re so tight. I want you on my dick, Eve.”

      “Yes!” It was more of a shout than a moan. A demand that he get his goddamn jeans off and fuck me ’til I lost control.

      I so desperately needed to lose control.

      He pulled out and brought one of my hands down to take over where he left off. I took up the job eagerly, rubbing my clit, while he got up, and undid his belt and jeans. His gaze continued to sweep my body while he took out his wallet.

      I froze. “What are you doing?”

      He opened his wallet, but instead of getting out cash or a credit card, he produced a condom.

      He read the look on my face correctly and leaned down, cupping my face with one hand. “Hey. Relax. Fuck, Eve, I’m not here as a cop. And even if I were, we aren’t doing anything wrong. I’m not paying you for sex. I don’t think you’re anything more than what you say you are. And even if you were, I wouldn’t care.” His gaze burned into mine. “I just fucking want you, okay?”

      I relaxed, body sinking back into the couch as he kissed me. “I want you, too.”

      He stood, toeing off his Converse, and then shoved his jeans and boxer briefs down over his ass and thighs. My fingers moved between my legs, prolonging the arousal he’d built, keeping me on the edge of orgasm but not quite falling into it.

      The anticipation was heaven.

      And getting myself off while staring at Boston’s naked body was the ultimate turn-on. I’d thought about him while masturbating before. But having him here in person, taking in the chiseled cut of his abs, and the lines that ran either side of his hips was better than anything I could have ever imagined.

      His dick was huge and thick, and the tip glistened with the effects of teasing him for the past hour.

      All I could think about was getting him inside me. Sinking down and feeling that stretch and the touch of him in places that drove me wild.

      I got off the couch and wound myself around him, both of us naked, skin to skin.

      Every inch of me lit up like Christmas. I’d never had such a full-body craving for a man. It wasn’t just my pussy that wanted him near. Every nerve ending in my entire body called out for him, aching with need and determined to find it’s pleasure by pressing tight against him.

      His mouth landed on my neck, sucking his way up toward my ear, and I surrendered to it, not caring if he was leaving hickeys in his wake, because the sensation had me so wet I could barely stand it.

      “Sit.” I pushed him toward the couch, taking back ownership of the show.

      He sank down onto the couch, his impressive erection jutting out from between his hips. I plucked the condom from his fingertips, ripped it open, and tossed the package on the floor.

      I was no stranger to condoms by this point in my thirties, and always careful, so I rolled it down his length with one hand while I closed my eyes and touched my lips to his once more.

      Our tongues met, hot and insistent, while I gripped the base of his shaft and straddled him, lining him up with my entrance.

      His palm flattened on my chest, then dragged upward, until he had one hand around my throat, his thumb and forefinger locked around my jaw. He tilted my face to one side so he could growl in my ear. “Ride me.”

      His other hand squeezed my ass, and fuck if that wasn’t all the encouragement I needed to sink straight down on his cock.

      There was no controlling the shout of ecstasy and relief that shattered from somewhere deep inside me. It drowned out the soft music floating around us. Hell, my moan was so loud I was sure they’d heard it out in the main room, even above Lucinda’s beats.

      Boston’s cock stretched me wide, but in the most delicious way, my body more than ready and willing to take him in one hard, fast thrust. I threw my head back, lifting my hips, while his surged up to meet them again, and again.

      “You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he murmured, his lips seeking mine, his tongue plundering my mouth.

      I believed him. His gaze worshipped my body, in the same way his dick, and his fingers, and his tongue did. All of it working together until I was on the verge of orgasm and desperate for it. I rocked my hips over his, feeling every inch the goddess he told me I was. I’d never needed a man for confidence, I owned that myself. But Boston’s groan of arousal and words of lust drove me on, getting me to the edge fast and hard and dirty.

      I didn’t need to tell him what to do. He gripped my hip with one hand, helping to guide my rise and fall, the other finding my clit. We kissed until my moans became jagged pants of need and my movements over his cock turned erratic.

      His groans from beneath told me he was close, too.

      I rode him harder and faster until I couldn’t stand it a moment longer. The first wave of my orgasm swelled and burst against the banks. “Oh God, Boston!” I screamed, ripping away from his mouth and throwing my head back.

      His mouth landed on my nipple, and I screamed out in ecstasy again as he sucked me hard, nothing gentle in the way we fucked. We were all tight clutches, nails pressing in, grabbing each other like we couldn’t get enough. I lost myself, forgetting the rhythm we’d built amongst the pleasure rocketing through me.

      And yet, Boston didn’t let up. He took the control, slamming his hips upward to meet mine, while I pulsed and came hard around his dick.

      “Fuck!” he yelled with one last thrust. He pressed his face into my chest while he came, his shouts of pleasure muffled by my skin now dampened with a fine coat of sweat.

      I held him tight, riding him out, until he was begging for mercy. I gave one last slide and grind on top of him, just to torture him.

      He smiled up at me, completely blissed out.

      A warm feeling lit up around my heart. Shit. Fawn and Augie were right. I really did like the guy.

      With a laugh, he reversed our positions, pushing me back against the plush couch. “Stay there. Do not get dressed.”

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced down at his dick while he pulled off the condom, tying a knot around one end. “While I admit your cock is very impressive, I don’t think even you can get hard again right now.”

      He tossed the condom in a trash can near the small bar in the corner of the room, then strutted back to me, gloriously naked. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. It was like his body had been made for mine. Every inch of him deliciously appealing. My pussy gave a slight throb, pleased with the mind-blowing orgasm but already eager for as much of Boston as she could get.

      He kissed me softly. “I’m not even close to done with you, Eve. My dick will catch up. But until then, my tongue wants in on the game. Lie back and open your legs.”

      With Boston’s face between my thighs, I lay back and let him rock my world, over and over again, neither of us coming up for air until well after the club had closed.
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      The ringing of a phone broke through the darkness. I woke slowly, disoriented for a moment. There was no light peeping in the corners of my blinds, no cat demanding food. There was, however, a heavy arm that tightened beneath my naked breasts when I tried to move. And the most pleasant tingling between my legs that reminded me I’d spent the entire night at the club, having multiple orgasms at the hands of a man who knew how to play my body like a freaking fiddle by the end of it.

      I shifted, feeling the delicious ache in every inch of my body, and the leftover arousal still slick at my core. There was no shower in this room, but neither of us had wanted to leave. Somewhere between the second and seventh orgasm, this room had become our own private love nest. I hadn’t meant to spend the night here, but obviously we’d passed out at some point, probably from lack of blood to the brain. It had all well and truly congregated in pleasure zones.

      “Where you going?” Boston mumbled from behind me, voice still thick with sleep. His bigger body fit perfectly around me on the couch that was too small for us. Yet I’d somehow slept more soundly than I had in years. Maybe it was pure exhaustion after coming so hard.

      Or maybe it was the sense of security sleeping in Boston’s arms gave me.

      “Phone is ringing.” I tried to extricate myself from the mess of limbs, but he threw a leg over me, clamping down and nuzzling in even closer. His morning erection prodded against my ass in a way that promised a good time.

      “Leave it. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      I twisted in his arms and grinned at him. “I don’t think I can handle any more of that just yet. I don’t even know if I can walk straight.”

      “Good,” he murmured against my lips. “Then everyone will know what we spent all night doing.”

      I pushed at his chest. “You like the idea of everyone knowing?”

      “Fuck, yes,” he growled. “I want everyone knowing you’re my girl.”

      I stilled in his arms.

      When I didn’t say anything, he finally opened his eyes. “What? Is it my morning breath?”

      His morning breath actually wasn’t bad at all. “I’m your girl?”

      A tiny hint of a blush pinkened his cheeks, and it was all sorts of adorable. He lifted up on one elbow and stared down at me. “I want you to be. So I guess it depends on you.”

      His gaze was so intensely vulnerable that it broke my stony heart wide open. “You’re not embarrassed I’m a stripper?”

      His eyebrows knit together. “Are you embarrassed I’m a cop?”

      “Of course not. But you’re an upstanding citizen. I get arrested on a semi regular basis, and to be honest, I can’t promise that’ll stop. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m not very good at playing by the rules. I’m not sure your friends on the force are going to like you dating me.”

      “Who I date is none of their business. And believe me when I say that being a cop doesn’t make you a good person.”

      “Being a stripper doesn’t make you one either.”

      “Maybe not, but you are, Eve. Don’t think I haven’t noticed what you’re doing here. Running this club and your employees like you’re some mother hen, and feeding half the neighborhood. You throw this badass image out to the world with your sassy mouth and give-no-fucks attitude, but I think you’re a bit of bleeding heart on the inside. You even gave William Reed’s kid a place to come if he needs help. The poor kid probably does, with parents like his.”

      It took me a second to remember the business card I’d slipped into Dylan Reed’s hand. “He told you about that?”

      “I noticed it on his desk when I was doing a sweep of their house the other day and asked him about it. The whole thing came tumbling out.”

      The phone started ringing again from deep within the silent club. “I should get that.”

      “Not until you answer my question. You gonna be my girl, Evil?”

      I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face. I leaned in and kissed him hard. “Yeah, Joshua. I am.”

      He rolled onto his back and fist pumped the air in victory as I got off the couch and strutted to the door completely buck-ass naked.

      “There better be no one out there,” he growled.

      I winked at him over my shoulder, knowing full well the club would be completely empty at this time of day. My staff knew what they were doing. They would have closed up hours ago. I moved through the main room, noting the sticky floors beneath my feet and making a mental note to mop them after I went home and had a shower. But the phone rang incessantly, and I picked up the pace, hurrying until I was almost running to my office. I grabbed a blanket from the back of the couch and wrapped it around myself before I slid behind the desk and picked up the phone.

      An unintelligible babble of words blasted through the speaker, so loud and fast that not only did I not understand a word of it, I held the phone well away from my ear to avoid going deaf. “Mama!” I shouted. I tried bringing the phone back to my ear, only for her to start yelling again.

      “I am so embarrassed of you, Eve! How could you do this to me? A penis party?”

      I sighed, rolling my eyes, annoyed I’d gotten out of bed with Boston for this. As usual I was a disappointment to my mother. What was new?

      “William is a good man! An upstanding member of the community, and you just humiliated him! You stuck penises on the man’s face and broadcast it all over the internet! You’ve brought shame on this family yet again.”

      All the good feelings Boston had extracted from my body in the past twenty-four hours disappeared into a storm of annoyance. I was so sick of this shit. This was all our conversations boiled down to now. How I was the black sheep. Never the good child. I always did the wrong thing.

      “I get it, Mama. You’re ashamed of me. But you know what? I can’t help that anymore. I can’t bring myself to care.”

      “You will care. You’ll show me the respect I deserve as your parent. This isn’t how I raised you.”

      My blood boiled over. “What about the respect I deserve? I’m a grown woman. I’m not a little girl anymore. You’re not my superior. Maybe you don’t like what I do for a living, but I run a highly successful business. I’m smart, and I’m talented. I know my own worth, and I don’t need you trying to bring me down. What I do, or who I stick penises to, is none of your business.”

      Mama spluttered into the phone, and I could just imagine her pacing up and down her tiny living room. My father argued in the background, but nothing would stop my mother when she was on a rant. And her favorite thing to rant about was me, and how I’d failed at being her only daughter.

      Her voice grew high and screechy. “It is my business when you’re slandering the name of a good man!”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “Who gives a fuck about William Reed? That upstanding man you hero-worship? He tried to have me killed, Mama. How do you feel about him now?”

      There was a stunned silence on the other end, but it only lasted a moment. “I don’t believe that.”

      “Believe it. He had a gang member drive past my club and spray it with bullets.”

      Mama gasped.

      There was only the tiniest sense of satisfaction from it. “Now am I getting through to you—”

      “No,” she yelled. “No! He would never do that, Eve. You’re his —”

      “I’m his what?” His enemy? That was the only thing I was to William Reed.

      My mother’s voice went quiet. “Nothing. Never mind.”

      But I wasn’t ready to give up the fight that easy. She’d started it. I was going to end it. “No, what were you going to say? Tell me exactly what I am to William Reed, since you seem to know him so well, Mama. What am I? The thorn in his side? Good. I hope I am.”

      My father huffed from the background. “You’re his daughter.”

      I froze.

      My mother let out a howl and a string of curse words I’d never heard her utter in my entire thirty years. She cussed my father out like a drunken sailor, screaming at him, the slaps of her palm against his skin echoing down the line.

      But one by one, amongst the chaos, the pieces fit together. The reason my father had never really paid any attention to me. The reason I didn’t look anything like my brothers. The way my mother hero-worshipped a man the rest of this community couldn’t stand. “Is that true?” I asked, already knowing what her answer would be.

      “Eve…”

      “No, Mama! Is it true?”

      A sob broke down the line. “I signed a contract never to tell you.”

      My head spun.

      A quiet cough came from the doorway. “Eve.”

      My head snapped up, gaze clashing with Boston’s. He frowned, taking in my appearance, which was likely white as a ghost. He passed me his T-shirt. “There’s a swarm of protesters outside, and they’re none too happy about the party last night. It’s already making the mainstream media.”

      “What?” I put the landline phone down on my desk, not caring that my mother was probably still blathering away into it. I didn’t want to hear anything she had to say anyway. Everything that came out of the woman’s mouth was a lie, a deception, or an accusation.

      I was done with her. I was done with everything.

      I pulled aside the curtain to see the size of the crowd building on the sidewalk outside. I swallowed hard at the sheer number of them, with more coming in both directions. I’d been so focused on my mother, I hadn’t even heard them.

      Boston’s mouth was set into a hard line. “I don’t like that we’re the only ones here. We’re unprotected if they break in. I’ve called my partner in for backup, but I want to get you out of here now, before they get any more riled up.”

      I nodded, my chest tight. I already felt like a canned sardine, claustrophobic with the walls caving in on me. The angry faces of William supporters—my father’s supporters—lit up in earnest when they saw me at the window. Their yells and chants grew louder, and a rock bounced off the shutter.

      I dropped the curtain and picked the phone up, hitting the red cancel button and cutting my mother off completely.

      From somewhere outside came the smash of glass breaking. I turned to Boston, feeling more naked and vulnerable than I ever had in this club. My heart pounded against my rib cage, and I wished it were only the protesters outside making me feel that way. The man I’d always known as my father had thrown me under the bus, knowing full well it would send me into a tailspin. He’d done it carelessly, no thought to my feelings. We’d never been close, but it hurt nonetheless. I couldn’t even begin to process the revelation of my biological father.

      It was all too much.

      I went to Boston’s side, and silently, without questions, he wrapped me in his arms. Again, I felt his strength and realized how right I felt when we were together. Nobody else did that for me. Nobody else had ever made me feel like their touch was all I needed to get through the worst thing that had ever happened to me.

      “We’re gonna get out of here, okay?” he mumbled into my hair. “And then we can talk about whatever’s going on, or not. Whatever you want. But first we have to leave, we can’t be here alone.”

      I nodded, letting him comfort me. I let him take control. I dropped all my guards, and for the first time in my life, I let a man in.
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      I hustled Eve out the club’s back door and into my car before William Reed’s groupies out the front could realize we were leaving. I put my foot down, not caring that the back end of the car slid out as I took the turn too quickly with a screech of tires. In the rearview mirror, a few ran after the car, and all I could do was shake my head. Unbelievable. Didn’t these people have anything better to do? Richards would move them on quickly once he arrived with backup, but I was annoyed he’d have to bother at all.

      Away from the chaos, my focus turned to the silent woman beside me. The color had completely drained from her face, but it had little to do with the mob of protesters. Something on that phone call had rocked her to her very core. I’d never seen Eve without a quick retort, full of fire and passion. But right now, she was completely broken. Small in an oversized hoodie, huddled into the seat.

      I didn’t try to make her talk. I just drove her on autopilot back to my place, something deep inside me needing to take care of her. Protect her. She still hadn’t said a word when we pulled into my driveway, and I gently let her inside.

      I tossed an empty pizza box in the trash as we passed through the kitchen. “Sorry about the mess. I wasn’t really expecting to have you here, or I would have cleaned up a bit.”

      She tried smiling at me, but it didn’t reach eyes. “It’s fine. It’s really not messy at all.”

      I guided her toward the stairs, and at the top we took a left into the main bathroom. Without even asking, I turned the water on, steaming up the small space quickly with a hot shower.

      Eve just watched me, her big brown eyes glistening. Her sadness wrapped around my heart and squeezed. I just wanted to make her feel better. A shower probably wouldn’t help much, but until I knew more, it was all I could do. When the water was the perfect temperature, I turned to Eve and gently tugged her out of her clothes. But unlike last night, there was nothing sexual about it. She lifted her arms limply, letting me take off the hoodie. She wore nothing beneath it, and it was a quick job to remove the sweatpants tied tightly around her hips. Her body was just as amazing as it had been a few hours ago, but instead of drinking her in the way that I had then, now my gaze was fixed firmly to her face, my worry overshadowing my attraction to her.

      But still, she didn’t offer up an explanation.

      I put her in the shower, making no attempt to get in with her, and closed the curtain. “There’s shampoo and conditioner on the shelf if you want it. I’m going to get you some towels and clothes. I’ll leave them on the basin for you.”

      I paused in the doorway, not wanting to leave, but also wanting to give her the space I thought she needed. When her tiny voice came back with a simple, “Thank you,” I knew I’d made the right decision.

      I took a quick shower in my en suite, barely long enough to wash off the evidence of everything we’d gotten up to last night before stepping out and pulling on a pair of sweatpants. Then I perched nervously on the edge of the bed, listening to the water fall from the main bathroom. The second the water turned off, I jumped up and paced the hallway, waiting for her to reappear.

      When she finally did, she was wearing my clothes, her hair wet and finger-combed, not an ounce of makeup on.

      And once again, I was punched in the gut with how stunningly beautiful she was. It didn’t matter what she wore, whether she had a full face of makeup or her skin scrubbed clean, Eve Hawkins would never be anything but the woman of my dreams. I wrapped her in my arms once more, and she rested her head against my chest, returning the embrace.

      “I’m worried about you,” I confessed.

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I led her into my bedroom and sat her down on the bed. I sat beside her, threading my fingers between hers. “What happened? Is everything okay? Nobody…”

      “Died? No. Everybody is fine. My mother just dropped a bomb on me, that’s all. Actually, it was my father. Or… The man I thought was my father.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Apparently he’s not actually my father. But guess who is?”

      She didn’t give me time to respond.

      “William Reed.”

      I stared at her. “What the fuck?”

      She laughed bitterly. “That was my response, too.”

      “Is that even possible? Is this just some fight your parents are having? Maybe they’re just throwing around accusations, trying to hurt each other, and you got caught in the crossfire.”

      Eve shook her head slowly, her wet hair settling over her shoulders. “I think it’s true. My mother can’t lie to save a life. I could hear it in her voice. She was more concerned with yelling at my father for telling me, then trying to deny it. I can’t even imagine how she would have met William, though? They don’t exactly run in the same circles.”

      “That’s probably a story she’ll have to tell you. Or he will.”

      “I doubt he’s gonna tell me anything. The man wanted his own daughter dead. Nice!” Her laugh was bitter.

      “We still don’t know for sure that it was him who organized the drive-by.”

      “Don’t we? Seems even more obvious to me now. I’m a great dirty pimple in his past. All it would take is one inquisitive journalist to dig deep and find out about me and blow his whole campaign out of the water. Maybe he decided running me out of town was the easier option. And maybe the drive-by was more about scaring me. But that just goes to show my own father doesn’t know me at all.” She rubbed her knuckles across her chest, like she was trying to erase an ache. “Honestly. I’m never having kids. Every parental figure in my life has let me down in one way or another.”

      There was anger in her tone, but I heard the hurt behind it. Somewhere deep inside her tough bravado was a vulnerable side who had been disappointed over and over again.

      Suddenly she let out a laugh that didn’t sound strained or fake. She stood and crossed the room, picking something up from the top of my chest of drawers. She spun around with an amused grin, the massive purple dildo with my name on the side clutched in her fingers. “What’s this doing here?”

      I chuckled. “It was a gift from this crazy girl I arrested.”

      “I can’t believe you kept it. I thought for sure it would have gone straight in the trash.”

      “It has my name on it. That would have been kind of rude after you went to the trouble of getting it personalized.”

      She buried her face in her hands. “I really am sorry. That was all Lyric and Fawn.” She gave the dildo an experimental wobble. “So, what’s it been doing here all this time? Have you used it?” A wicked glint sparkled in her eye, and relief flooded in. The Eve I knew seemed to be bouncing back.

      “I haven’t been with anyone since I met you.”

      “Dildos aren’t just for women, you know? Perhaps you…”

      I realized what she was talking about. “Really?”

      She giggled. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know that some guys love that.”

      I crossed the room and took it from her hand. “There is something I’ve been thinking about doing with it.”

      She looked up, curiosity written all over her face.

      I pressed the dildo between her legs. She was still fully clothed, but the gasp she let out made my dick hard. “I kinda want to fuck you with it, Eve.”

      Her whole body trembled. A head-to-toe shiver, complete with lust lighting up her eyes.

      I groaned. “You want that, don’t you?”

      “God, yes. I started thinking about it the minute I saw that dildo with your name on it.”

      I pulled her tight, pressing my forehead to hers. “Could you be any more perfect?”

      “You don’t even know all my secrets yet. So yeah. Maybe I can be. Take my clothes off, I’ll show you.”

      She didn’t need to tell me twice. A part of me knew she was using sex as a distraction from what had happened at the club earlier, but I was more than willing to be that for her. She was my girl now, and I was going to do everything in my power to make sure she was happy. If I could take away the last lingering signs of pain by distracting her with orgasms, then I was ready to take up the challenge.

      Her clothes were lost in the blink of an eye, and then I was laying her out on my bed. She was almost too stunning to be real, and I went straight for the core of her, spreading her legs wide and plunging my tongue inside her wicked heat.

      I’d worked this out last night. I’d tasted her, drowned in her arousal, and brought her to orgasm more times than I could remember. I loved the way her fingers speared into my hair, holding me tight to her pussy, while she ground against my face, completely unashamed about taking her pleasure. My tongue plunged in and out, but I resisted the urge to press my fingers inside her. She palmed her own tits, squeezing her nipples, writhing while I worked her up. When I moved away, she groaned in frustration.

      “Don’t stop,” she panted.

      I just chuckled. I loved how eager she was. How she’d been just as needy and desperate for me as I was for her. The phone call with her mother, nor the protesters, had dampened her need for me. And I fully intended to have her screaming my name.

      I opened my bedside drawer, pulling out a tube of lubricant. I squeezed a generous amount onto the tip of the dildo, smoothing it down the ridged surface while Eve watched me with her eyes at half-mast. She was already so wet, but I wanted to be doubly sure she could take it. The dildo really was big.

      I ran it between her folds, teasing it over her clit and nudging it around her entrance.

      “Boston,” she groaned. “Quick teasing me and fuck me already.”

      “God, I love it when you talk like that.” I slid the dildo up inside her, watching her cunt stretch to accommodate it.

      The moans that echoed around my bedroom found their way straight to my dick, and it was an effort not to come just from watching her. I circled her clit with my thumb, while I thrust the dildo in and out of her.

      “More,” she moaned. “I need you.”

      I was still wearing my sweatpants, precum glistening on the inside. I undid the drawstring and dragged them off, grateful to be free of their restraints.

      She took over working the dildo, and when I knelt between her legs, I lifted them over my shoulders, giving me access to every inch of her. My dick eagerly sought her entrance but was forced lower because of the sex toy. I prodded gently against her ass, patiently waiting my turn until she’d had her fill.

      Her eyes rolled back, and her eyelids fluttered closed. “Oh God, there.”

      I was still pressing against her ass.

      I almost came at the thought of taking her there, especially with the dildo in her pussy which she was loving. I had to be sure that’s what she meant, though. She was so lost to sensation, I wasn’t even sure she was completely with me. I slicked my finger with lube and touched it to the puckered star of her asshole. “Here? Tell me where you want it.”

      “There,” she moaned. “Oh God, please, there. I need more.”

      I groaned hard at the permission. “Have you done that before? I need to know how slow to go with you.”

      “I’m no virgin, Boston. Not in any way.”

      Fuck, that was hot. And thank God, because it meant I didn’t have to go quite as gently as I would have if she’d never done it before. I took my time, letting her ride the dildo, while I worked beneath it. Her legs trembled around my shoulders, her heels digging into my back as she writhed at my touch. Only when I was one-hundred-percent sure she was ready did I remove the dildo and pressed my dick inside her ass. She was the tightest sort of heaven, but I forced myself to go slowly, inch by inch until I was fully seated inside her.

      Through her moans she guided the dildo back and pushed it up inside herself, filling her pussy, too.

      I hissed through my teeth and fisted my fingers in the sheets to keep from coming. I’d never felt anything like it, and I was sure I was about to pass out from the sensation. I couldn’t move. One thrust and it would all be over.

      But that was all Eve seem to need. With her full of me from one angle, and full of the dildo from another, she pumped herself a few times, then fell over the edge, into the abyss of her orgasm, screaming all the way down. She yelled my name, grinding up and down on my dick, the dildo along for the ride.

      I held on until I was sure I’d driven out every inch of pleasure, then I allowed myself to fall over the edge, too. I thrust in and out of her, finally able to move now that I knew she was taken care of, until I couldn’t take any more. I came hard, moaning out my pleasure against her soft skin.

      The dildo slipped from her pussy, my dick from her ass, and I gathered her to me, laying us both down and spooning behind her.

      “That was…” I didn’t have any words. That had just blown every sexual experience of my entire life, and every porno I’d ever watched, right out of the water.

      “I told you I had surprises.”

      I kissed her hair. “I didn’t see that one coming.”

      “I saw you coming, though.” She grinned up at me.

      I lay exhausted on the bed, unable to move. “You nearly killed me. I’m not even joking.”

      She twisted around to kiss me. “Stick with me, Mr. Vanilla. I’ll show you all the things.”

      I didn’t even care she was teasing me. I was more than willing to let Eve Hawkins show me anything she damn well pleased.
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      I was still chuckling over Boston’s mind-blown expression when he came out of the shower for the second time, hair slick with water and a white towel tight around his narrow hips. The laughter died on my lips as I rolled my gaze over his perfect body again. “I’m never going to get sick of looking at you naked,” I admitted to him. “Just so you know.”

      He put one knee on the bed where I still lay and kissed my mouth. “Good. Because right back at ya.” His kiss lowered to my neck and then landed on my bare breast. “You’re making it really hard to go to work today.”

      I pouted, enjoying the way he sucked my nipple. Despite the fact we’d basically been having sex for the past fourteen or something hours, every time he touched me, my body lit right up for him again. “You people who work while the sun is up are no fun. If you stayed home, I could show you all the other secrets I have…”

      “I’ll quit today.”

      I laughed. “No you won’t. You love your job.”

      He drew away from my breasts and shrugged. “Not so sure I do, to be honest.”

      I frowned. “You do. It’s just tough right now after Jayela’s murder…”

      He nodded stiffly. “It’s more than that, though.” He forced a smile. “But nothing worth getting into right now when you’re naked in my bed. What time are you working tonight?”

      “No work. It’s family night at the club.”

      He put on his boxer briefs, and I pouted as his completely perfect cock disappeared inside them. Even more devastating was watching him pull his uniform on, his abs disappearing one by one beneath the buttons.

      “Stay here until then? I like knowing you’re in my bed naked, even when I’m not home. I’ll go down to the club and make sure the protestors have all moved on, but until then, stay. Sleep.”

      Boston’s bed was heavenly comfortable, and sleep was already calling me. I had no desire to leave, and my car wasn’t here anyway. “Deal. Meet you at the club later?”

      He stopped in the doorway. “For family night? Isn’t that a sacred place? You really want me to come?”

      He looked so pleased with the notion that I pushed up off the bed and crossed the space between us, wrapping my naked body around his fully clothed one. “Everybody who is important to me is welcome.”

      “I’m important, huh?”

      “Yeah, Joshua. You are.”

      He claimed my mouth in a searing kiss, grasping my chin and holding me there while he branded me. “Get back into bed. Sleep. I’ll see you later.” He eyed the dildo we’d left discarded on the sheets. “Don’t have too much fun without me.” He winked as he walked out of his room.

      Cocky. Maybe I’d sleep for a little while, and then Little Boston and I could make a new video for Big Boston. I tucked myself back into the sheets and crashed out with a happy and sated smile on my face.
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      Hours later, after sleeping most of the day away, I stepped into the shower off Boston’s bedroom and let the water cascade down over me. Every inch of my body was deliciously sore from a night of continual sex, and I was quietly glad the club wasn’t open tonight. I wasn’t sure I was up for dancing. More sex, perhaps, but grinding up and down a pole while my pussy was still in the after effects of so many orgasms was a recipe for disaster.

      My phone was ringing when I stepped out from beneath the spray, Fawn’s smiling face flashing on the screen.

      “Hey, sweet thing.” I put the phone on speaker so I had both hands free to get dressed. “What’s up?”

      “Everything,” she wailed.

      “Dramatic much?”

      “No! I swear, I’m not. I can’t do this. This course is too hard, and I’m just not smart enough for it. Everybody else in my class picks it up the minute the teacher explains it, but I’ve been reading over this textbook for three hours now and I still don’t get it. I’m going to fail and let you down, and waste your money and then I’ll have to leave the club because I’ve disappointed you and—”

      “Whoa, whoa. Slow down. Nobody is failing anything or letting anyone down. Take a deep breath. You’re struggling with your homework?”

      “It’s a payroll module, and there’s all this stuff about taxes, and I swear, Eve. I’ve tried to understand it myself, but it’s like trying to read Spanish, which I never learned!”

      I nodded to myself, pulling on Boston’s hoodie and smiling at the fact it smelled exactly like him. “I remember from when I did the course. And I do that stuff all the time when I’m doing payroll at the club. It sucks. It’s why I wanted you to do the course so I could hand it all off to you.” I chuckled. I didn’t mention that Fawn was like the child I was never going to have, and I just wanted to help her better herself in any way possible. Education was important, a fact I’d only realized well after I’d ditched school in favor of stripping. Fawn was smart, but nobody had ever told her that growing up. The woman had no confidence. I believed in her, and this course was not above her capabilities, as long as she got out of her own head. “Listen, I’m at Boston’s place—”

      She squealed. “You are? Tell me every detail!”

      “Nope, not a chance. I’ll come over and help you with your homework, and for every question you get right, I’ll tell you about one sexual thing we did.”

      “There’s thirty questions.”

      “Not gonna be a problem.”

      Fawn burst into laughter. “You Slutty McSlutterson.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I love you, too. I’ve gotta get off the phone so I can call an Uber. See you soon.”

      I hit the ‘cancel call’ button, then quickly ordered my ride. Downstairs, I found my shoes and purse and a piece of paper. Not wanting to rifle through Boston’s kitchen drawers, I fished a pen from my bag and scrawled a note for Boston, telling him I’d had something come up and I’d meet him at the club later.

      The Uber arrived quickly, and as we drove through the streets of Saint View, I frowned at the burgeoning darkness. Everyone at the club was used to sleeping for most of the day and eating late, but I was going to have to get a move on if I was going to have food ready for everyone. I probably should have told Fawn I couldn’t help her tonight, but I knew what she was like. The longer she stewed over something, the more she’d convince herself she couldn’t do it, and then I’d just have a bigger battle when we finally did sit down together to work it out.

      No, it was better to just tackle it now, then zoom over to the club and throw together something quick and easy. At least the refrigerator was already full and just waiting for someone to put together a feast.

      The Uber dropped me off at the familiar address. It was the very first place I’d bought for myself with my own money after I’d started working. It wasn’t anything flashy, and it wasn’t on the greatest of streets, but I’d put a bit of money into doing the little cottage-style house up, repairing broken steps and painting the walls a sunny yellow, that actually suited Fawn better than it had ever suited me. I’d bought a bigger, nicer place, still in Saint View but closer to the Providence border when my finances had allowed. This cottage had sat unused until Fawn had come along looking for a place to live. Her rent didn’t cover my mortgage, but I didn’t care. For Fawn, I was happy to make up the difference myself.

      The doors flung open before I even got a foot up the steps.

      “Oh, thank God.” Fawn reached an arm through the opening and yanked me inside. “I’m ready to throw this stupid thing through the window.”

      “Let’s do it quick then, before any glass gets shattered. Your rent does not cover window repair.”

      The two of us sat in the dim light of her little kitchen, the table beneath her textbooks covered by a smiley face emoji tablecloth that was just so typically Fawn. She pushed the first book toward me.

      I peered at it. “Okay, I remember this. If you get the tax rate from this column…”

      I droned on for a little bit, working through the first question with her, and then the second to make sure she really understood what we were doing. The sun outside grew lower and lower with every passing minute, and soon we were in near darkness. “You keep going, I’m getting the light.”

      Now that Fawn understood the concept, she worked diligently, her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth while she wrote figures onto a legal pad in precise handwriting.

      A flash of pride rolled over me. She really did have this. She just needed somebody to remind her from time to time. Somebody who believed in her.

      I flicked the light switch on, but nothing happened. I peered up at the naked bulb. “Is this light blown? Have you got more lightbulbs?”

      Fawn darted a look over her shoulder. “Might be the circuit breaker. I only replaced the bulb in that one just the other day. Should be fine.”

      I walked into the living room and tried the switch in there. Nothing happened either. “I’m going downstairs to check the breaker. You keep going.”

      “I can go.”

      I waved away her protests. “I used to live in this house, remember? I know how it plays up sometimes. I’ll be back in a minute. I want you up to question ten by the time I get back.”

      She threw me a mock salute. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      I ran down the stairs to the basement, flicking open the flashlight on my phone to look at the fuses. I’d had to change them many a time. They blew regularly, being that the house was old and had stood unloved for a long time before I’d purchased it. But everything appeared intact right now.

      My phone buzzed in my hand halfway back up the steps. I paused, leaning against the railing to check the message.

      Augie: Just got to the club. It’s not pretty. There was more hate mail shoved under the door. I’d tell you what it says, but you’re a lady, and there’s some things ladies shouldn’t read.

      Eve: No need, I can imagine. I heard the things Reed’s supporters were yelling when Boston and I left the club this morning. Just put it all in my office. Boston might want it for evidence or something.

      Augie: You got it, boss. See you soon.

      I tucked my phone away in my pocket. For people who claimed to be good Christians, there wasn’t much holy or giving about the way this group treated me and my family. My blood boiled thinking about it. I had an urge to find them and scream in their faces that I was William Reed’s daughter, illegitimate at that. Imagine the scandal.

      Perhaps, if I hadn’t been a better woman than they were, I would have done it. But I didn’t want to be associated with William Reed any more than he wanted to be associated with me, so the lot of them could go to Hell.

      I stomped back up the stairs, irritation stiffening my limbs. “I think the power might be out on the street,” I called to Fawn. “I’m just gonna go outside and check.”

      Fawn nodded absently, but she didn’t look up from the problems she was working through. “Check on Mrs. Soros next door, too, if the power is out. I don’t want her falling and breaking her hip again if she’s wandering around in the darkness.”

      I cringed at the thought of my old neighbor laid up in a hospital bed. The woman had to be nearing ninety. “On it.”

      I opened the front door and walked out onto the driveway to peer over at Mrs. Soros’s place, expecting her house to be as dark as Fawn’s. But bright lights shone through her living room window, and I could see her propped up in her favorite recliner, probably watching Wheel of Fortune. Different colors from the reflection of the TV danced across her weathered face.

      Across the road, light spilled around curtains, and farther down the streetlamp flickered annoyingly, like it had ever since I’d bought the place.

      I frowned. “Guess it’s just us then.”

      I turned around to go back inside. “Fawn! We might have to call an electrician. Everybody else has—”

      A heavy arm clamped around my neck from behind.

      The panic was immediate. I tried to scream, but it came out silently, no oxygen to fuel it. I thrashed against the muscled arms that bound my own, holding me tight to his chest. But the choke hold worked fast, and within seconds, darkness danced at the edges of my vision.

      The last thing I thought before I went under was that William Reed was never going to stop until I was out of the picture completely.
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      Faces haunted my dreams. Boston’s. Fawn’s. William’s. But there were other’s as well. Shadowed, expressionless profiles I didn’t recognize. They swirled menacingly through the darkness, sudden flashes lighting them up, only for them to sink back into the blackness they’d emerged from. I squeezed my eyes tight, trying to block all except Boston’s. I held on to his image until it disintegrated into a million tiny pieces that I couldn’t gather quick enough to save.

      “Hello?”

      The voice sounded far away, and I squeezed my eyes tighter again, searching the darkness for my safe place. When that had become Boston, I didn’t know. I just knew I needed to get to him. With him by my side, the darkness would go away.

      I so desperately wanted the darkness to go away.

      “Is somebody there?”

      The voice was closer this time, and something about it familiar. I forced my eyes open, fighting against the pull that tried to keep them closed. But the darkness was just as deep and thick with my eyes open, as it had been with them shut. The only difference was that with my eyes open, pain rushed in. A burning ache in my throat that worsened when I tried to swallow. A pounding at my temples that rivalled even the worst migraines I’d ever had. And a dull throb in my arm.

      Quietly, I probed the ache with my fingers and winced at the tenderness there. It reminded me of the years my brothers and I had pounded the crap out of each other. A good knuckle right to the fleshy part of a bicep gave off a similar ache, but my fingers glanced over a puncture mark, and my foggy brain concluded I’d been jabbed with something.

      Everything came rushing back. Going outside to check the lights. An arm around my neck and feeling like I was suffocating.

      “Fawn,” I choked out. Oh Jesus. She’d been in the house.

      “Eve? Oh my God, where are you?”

      There was a scrabbling sound from the corner of the room, and I held my arms out wide in either direction, feeling around in the darkness until my fingertips made contact with her clammy skin.

      She immediately burst into a sob, and I pulled her close, wrapping my aching arm around her hunched shoulders. “Shh, it’s okay. I got you.” It was the automatic instinct I’d always had around her. Comfort and protect. On the outside, I assured Fawn that everything was going to be okay. Inside, I was a mess of panic and wishing somebody would hold me the way I held her.

      Not somebody.

      Boston.

      My heart cracked open with the force of wanting him. A panicked sob of need and burgeoning hysteria clawed its way up my throat, and I swallowed painfully, trying to shove it down. Fawn’s shoulders shook while she cried, and we both couldn’t fall apart.

      It was on me to hold it together. “What happened?”

      I felt more than saw her shake her head. “I don’t know. I was working on my assignment, and I heard footsteps behind me, but I just assumed it was you. Then there was an arm around my throat, and the next thing I know, I’ve woken up here.”

      “Same thing happened to me, but outside.

      “I’m so sorry, Eve. I’m so, so sorry. This is all my fault.”

      “How could it possibly be your fault?”

      A fresh round of sobs and shaking took over her body. “Dammit, Eve. It is! I told you! I told you about my ex. I knew he wouldn’t stop until he found me. I should have kept running. I shouldn’t have stayed in one spot for so long, but you and Lyric and Phoenix and Augie were so good to me, and I like him, and I let my hormones get the better of me. I should have known better. And now I’ve dragged you into it as well.” Her tears soaked my shoulder.

      I held her tighter, murmuring quiet denials into her ear. “This isn’t you. It’s me. This is William and his cult of followers.”

      “No. He’s a businessman. He’s an asshole, but he’s not dangerous.”

      “You don’t know the whole story. I pose a threat to his career. It was me they wanted. You’re just collateral damage.” Guilt weighed heavy on my soul, eating away at it bit by bit until the heaviness was almost too much to bear. It wanted to drag me down, but when Fawn squeezed my hand, I knew I couldn’t let it. I couldn’t just sit here and let this happen.

      I had to get angry. I wasn’t going to be a victim. “Do you have your phone?”

      “No.”

      “Mine was in my pocket.” I patted the side of my thigh and tried to muffle a yelp of delight when there was a phone-shaped bulge still there. I had no idea where our captors were or if they could hear us. I didn’t want to advertise that they’d royally fucked up by letting us keep a phone.

      I unlocked it with my thumbprint, the phone lighting up the immediate space around me just enough that I could make out Fawn’s expression. The fear in her wide eyes was gutting. Pale tracks ran down her dirt-smeared cheeks where her tears had fallen, and bruises already formed around her neck. Judging by how sore mine was, I figured we’d be sporting matching injuries. Not that that mattered now.

      “Call nine-one-one. Or Boston,” she urged.

      I nodded. I went straight for Boston’s number, knowing he was at work, and praying I was making the right decision. But there was nobody else I wanted to talk to more than him. I craved the steady, solid timbre of his voice like I craved my next breath. And nobody at 911 was going to care about my whereabouts the way he would.

      “Quick, quick,” Fawn urged. “Before somebody comes and realizes you’ve still got it.”

      I nodded in the darkness, stabbing my finger against the green ‘call’ button below Boston’s name. I pressed it to my ear desperately, praying he’d pick it up quickly.

      There was no ringing.

      The phone gave a beep, and when I looked at the screen again, it was flashing the “No cell service” signal.

      “No!” I wailed. “I can’t get a call out.”

      A true, chilling fear cut me in two. I couldn’t think of anywhere local that would have not even one bar of cell reception.

      Fawn came to the same conclusion. “Where the hell are we?”

      A terrifying laugh from the other side of the door made me sure I didn’t even want to know.
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      Richards really wasn’t as bad as I’d initially thought. While I still hated that he sat in Jayela’s seat, the guy had proved himself of good value. He’d reported to me quickly and factually about what had happened at Eve’s club the moment I’d arrived at work and hadn’t spared even the smallest of details that I would have normally had to pry out of another officer. He’d moved the crowd on peacefully, though not before some of them shoved their hateful signs and messages beneath the club’s door.

      “I couldn’t do anything about that without breaking in. We could fingerprint them if she wants. Hopefully they won’t upset her too much.”

      “If a drive-by shooting doesn’t faze her, then a few bits of paper won’t. She’s tough.” And strong, and sexy, and mind-blowing in every way.

      The grin spread wide across my face, and I couldn’t remove it even when Richards shot me a knowing smile. I’d hated leaving her earlier, but the memory of her naked in my bed, and the things we’d done in it…fuck.

      My personal cell rang toward the end of my shift, sometime after dark when my stomach was rumbling and all I could think about was finishing up and getting back over to the club to help Eve with the food. I pulled my phone out from the pocket of my uniform, excited at the thought it might be Eve.

      I frowned at the unknown number but answered it anyway.

      “Cop. It’s Augie. From Eve’s club.”

      My eyebrows knit together. There was no love lost between the two of us. It was clear he didn’t like Eve and me together, but she didn’t care, so neither did I. It begged the question as to why the big blond man who looked like he’d just stepped out of a surfing magazine would be calling me. “Yeah, I know who you are. What’s up?”

      “Is Eve with you?”

      “No. I’m on duty. Why?”

      There was a prolonged silence for a moment. “She didn’t show up for family night. That’s not like her. And she’s not answering her phone.”

      “That’s weird. She was with me this morning, and we agreed we’d meet there. I thought for sure she’d already be there.”

      “She’s never been late. Not a minute.”

      “Something probably came up.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Thing is, Fawn didn’t show either. And same deal. Phone isn’t on.”

      A trickle of worry beaded in the form of sweat at my temple. “I’m sure it’s no big deal. We had a…uh…late night. I left her sleeping at my place, so I’ll run back there now and check on her.”

      “Let me know.” He ended the call without any sort of goodbye.

      “Yeah, right. Thanks to you, too.” I hung up.

      Richards was already heading toward my townhouse, once again proving that he was okay, and maybe working with him wouldn’t be so bad. We were a few blocks away, so I called Eve’s phone a few times, but every one went straight to voicemail.

      “She’s probably just got her phone on do not disturb,” Richards assured me.

      I didn’t say anything. At my place, I let us in and immediately headed for the stairs. “Eve?”

      There was no reply. I thundered up them, stopping in the doorway and taking in the empty bed, still mussed up from our night together. I stuck a head into the bathroom, but it was empty, too.

      “Boston,” Richards yelled from downstairs. “I’ve got a note.”

      I jogged downstairs, belt jangling with my keys and gun and various other pieces of equipment. Richards offered a white sheet of paper with messy handwriting scrawled across it.

      

      Gone to Fawn’s to help with a homework crisis. Can’t wait to see you tonight. Don’t bother washing the sheets because I’m gonna want to mess them up again.

      Eve. xxx.

      

      My worry put a halt to any embarrassment I might have felt over Richards reading that. I looked over the top at him.

      He just grinned and shook his head. “So she’s at a friend’s?”

      “Apparently, but neither of them are answering their phones, and they didn’t show for dinner at the club. They do it every week, and it’s kind of a big deal, so I don’t think they’d skip it without a really good reason. You mind if we swing by her friend’s house and check it out?”

      Richards headed for our squad car with a nod. “You got it. Not like we have anything better to do to ride out the last hour of this shift anyway.”

      It had been an exceptionally slow night, but uttering those words out loud generally turned the streets into chaos so I hadn’t dared. I cringed now, hoping Richards hadn’t just opened the floodgates of karma.
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      Augie picked up his phone on the first ring, like he’d had it in his hand, waiting for me to call. “Talk to me.”

      “I need Fawn’s address.”

      He rattled it off. “I’m already on my way over there. Two minutes out.”

      We weren’t far off either, but an old green sedan was crookedly parked out the front when Richards and I pulled into the concrete driveway. The front door of the cottage was wide open, no lights coming from the interior.

      “Augie?” I called from the front step. “Fawn? Eve?”

      “They aren’t here,” Augie called from somewhere inside. “Door was open when I got here.”

      I walked through the little house until I found him staring at a laptop left open on the small, round kitchen table. “What do you mean by open? Closed but unlocked?”

      “No, dumbass. I mean it was wide fucking open for any asshole to walk in and take whatever they wanted. We’re lucky there’s anything left.” He turned to me, expression stony. “Nobody around here leaves their doors wide open by choice, cop. Fawn’s phone is here, and Eve’s purse. They didn’t just walk out. Not voluntarily, anyway.”

      A yawning pit of worry opened up. “When did you last speak to either of them?”

      “Hours ago. Too many.”

      It was the same for me. I hadn’t spoken to Eve since my shift had started mid-morning. “Fuck. William Reed.”

      “Or Fawn’s ex.”

      “What’s he got to do with it?”

      Augie drummed his fingertips on the tabletop. “Fawn thought he was behind the drive-by shooting. She went to Eve about it, but Eve convinced her it was Reed. Fucking Eve! She’s so stubborn. She wouldn’t listen when Fawn tried to tell her.”

      I bristled. “Eve’s smart. She has her reasons for thinking Reed has it in for her. I’m going over there to talk to him.”

      Augie shook his head. “You’re as stubborn as she is. Open your fucking eyes. Reed is a pussy. He couldn’t pull this off if he tried.”

      “Maybe not. But he’s got the money to pay someone who could. And what else do we have to go on? You got a name for Fawn’s ex-boyfriend?”

      “Eddie…someone. Shit. I don’t know if Fawn ever told me his last name.”

      “Then find someone who does know it and get back to me.”

      Augie nodded, a determined light in his eye. He looked almost as worried as I felt. Two missing women, neither heard from for hours, was never a good situation. Even worse, when one of those women was somebody I cared about. A new determination fueled my muscles. I wasn’t going to panic. I was a cop, trained for this. I could put my feelings for Eve aside long enough to find her.

      And finding her started with confronting William Reed.

      Richards followed my lead, wordlessly handing over the keys to the cruiser when I made for the driver’s side door. He didn’t say a word when I put the sirens on, blasting through every light, pedal to the metal until we reached the Reed’s place on an affluent street in Providence.

      I stormed up the front steps, banging my fist against the door. “Reed! Get out here.”

      The door opened a crack, and William stuck his head out, eyebrows pinched together. They relaxed once he saw it was me. “Boston? What time is it? What’s going on?” He opened the door the rest of the way, coming out onto the front porch in blue silk pajamas, his feet bare. The porch light lit up his silvering hair, messed up like he’d already gone to bed despite the fact it wasn’t even nine.

      “Do you know where Eve Hawkins is right now?”

      “No? Should I?”

      I studied him. Trying to determine whether he was for real or a good actor. “She’s missing. Her and one of her friends.”

      I let the silent accusation hang in the air between us.

      It took a moment for William’s eyes to widen. “You think I had something to do with that?”

      “I don’t know. You tell me.” I fought to keep my impatience in check. If this man had touched a hair on Eve’s head, I would kill him myself. But I had no proof. I needed to remain calm and think clearly until I did.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because she’s your biological daughter, perhaps? How would that look to all your Christian supporters, if it came out that you had an illegitimate lovechild? One who’s a stripper at that.”

      William shot a panicked look back at his front door, hurrying over to it and closing it. “Shh. Okay, okay. My wife and children don’t know about that either, so can you keep it down?”

      Disgust for the man dripped from my words. “Did you, or someone you know, target Eve Hawkins and her club? Was it you who organized for someone to spray her place with bullets?”

      “What on earth are you talking about?”

      But I wasn’t done. I inched closer and closer to the older man until I had him cornered against the side of his house. “I’m going ask you one more time. Do you know where Eve Hawkins is right now?”

      Reed put his hands up, not daring to touch my chest but trying to keep some distance between the two of us. “I swear. I have no idea where she is. And I had nothing to do with any sort of shooting. I wouldn’t even know where to begin hiring someone to do something like that. And even if I did, I wouldn’t. Despite what you might think of me, Boston, I am a Christian man. I’m not in the habit of trying to hurt anyone.”

      “Bullshit!” I lost my patience. “I know all about the threatening letters you’ve been sending to the club. And your groupies barricading the doors.”

      “I knew my supporters were protesting outside her club. And I admit, I didn’t do anything to stop them. And yes. Eve is my daughter. I know that. Her mother came to me years ago, trying to get me to accept her into my family.”

      “You couldn’t do that, though, could you?”

      He at least had the decency to gaze down at his feet. “No. I couldn’t. Her mother and I were a one-time thing. A mistake.”

      Fuck him. “Nothing about Eve Hawkins is a mistake,” I growled. “It’s your loss. Not hers. You got that?”

      The man nodded. “I swear, though, Boston. All the rest, none of that was me. I admit, I did set her up when I told her to come to the house that night and then called you to arrest her. I had to discredit her. Make her look like a common thug so if she and her mother started making claims on me, no one would believe them. But I’ve never tried to hurt her. God. What must you think of me, to think I’m capable of that?”

      “Very little,” I admitted.

      But I believed him. Goddammit, I believed the man when he said he had nothing to do with the shooting, the threats, and Eve’s disappearance.

      “What can I do to help?” William asked quietly.

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      I spun on my heel, storming back toward the car.

      “Please, keep me updated—”

      I cut off his fake concern crap by slamming the car door. Richards slid in beside me and waited patiently as I picked up my phone. There was a message from Augie. All it had was the name.

      Eddie Sinclair.

      I hit one of my speed dial numbers and waited for the chief to answer his phone. “Hell—”

      “Chief. Eve Hawkins and another woman are missing, feared abducted from a house. I’m going to need everybody on this immediately.”

      “Eve Hawkins… From the strip club? What makes you think she’s missing?”

      I’d already used up all my patience on Reed. “Chief. Just trust me on this. Something is going on.”

      “She been missing for twenty-four hours?”

      “No.”

      “Then I’m not wasting manpower on this. We’re getting reports of a commotion at Saint View Prison. We’re on standby to send units there to help. I don’t have time to be searching for a stripper girlfriend when truth be told? We all know she’s probably…working.”

      “Working? The club isn’t even open tonight.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Shock punched through my gut. “She’s not a fucking prostitute.”

      “All I’m saying is you don’t really know the woman. And until she’s missing for twenty-four hours, we’re not wasting any time looking for her.”

      “This is bullshit. If I were ringing you right now saying Laura Reed was missing, would that be a different story? Would you take the time then?”

      The chief sighed. “Get off your high horse. You need to get back to the station and pick up your riot gear in case we’re needed at the prison.”

      I stared out the windshield, up at Reed’s giant mansion. Unspoken words danced over my tongue. I had a burning need to know who’d really killed Jayela. But I couldn’t do this anymore.

      And she wouldn’t want me to.

      “No, I don’t. I’m not coming back to pick up anything. Because I fucking quit.”

      I hung up to the chief’s spluttering and Richards’ wide eyes on me. “Did you mean that? Are you seriously quitting?”

      But my path was suddenly clear. I couldn’t do this job anymore. Not after everything with Jayela, and now with Eve. I was so disillusioned with the entire system.

      I didn’t want anything to do with it anymore.

      “Yeah. I think I am.”

      Richards let out a low whistle. “So what now?”

      “Get me everything you can find on Eddie Sinclair.”
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      By the time whatever I’d been injected with had completely left my system, I was wishing I had another dose to shoot up with. Because this was not a situation I wanted to be lucid for. It would have been pure bliss and a relief to fuzz right out again and forget that Fawn and I had been huddled together on the floor of an empty room for hours.

      The others would be getting to the club by now and wondering where I was. Boston’s shift would finish soon, and then he’d go to the club as well. When I didn’t show, they’d come looking.

      I could just sit tight and wait. But every so often, I glanced over at my phone, clutched in Fawn’s fingers while she played a card game on an app I’d downloaded once and then forgotten about. It didn’t require internet connection, and I’d thrust it in her direction as a distraction when I was sure she was going to hyperventilate. She’d played round after round ever since, until her breathing evened out.

      No corner of this room had any sort of connection to the outside world. I’d left Fawn’s side long enough only to search the room by the light of my phone, and determined we were in a basement. There was a single set of stairs, and a water heater that gave off a menacing hiss every so often, but other than that, it was completely empty. The door at the top of the stairs was solid wood, and when I dared to try the handle, nothing had happened. The room was locked tight.

      But it wasn’t in me to stay down for long. And though I might have yearned for the heavy oblivion the drugs in my system had offered, a bigger part of me knew I was going to have to help myself. It wasn’t in me to be a damsel in distress, though I would have welcomed Boston breaking down that door anytime now.

      “Screw this,” I muttered. We hadn’t heard a word from our captors, just the chilling laugh that I knew I’d be hearing in my nightmares for years to come. I was already dreading the therapy bills.

      I got to my feet, but Fawn grabbed my leg, fingernails digging in through my sweatpants. “Where are you going?”

      “I can’t just sit here.”

      Fawn let out a tiny mewl like a baby kitten being left behind by its mother, but I used that to push me up the stairs. She was my responsibility. I threw the side of my closed fist at the door, banging on it loudly. “Hey!” I yelled as loud as I could.

      It felt good after being silent for so long. The thump of my fist against the door gave a place for my coiled-up energy to go, and as that released, so did the anger. I was so sick of people I was biologically related to letting me down. I imagined telling my mother her precious William had kidnapped me and immediately came to the conclusion she’d find a way to blame me. I let the anger swirl and join at my chest, and the words that came out were a bellow of disgust and anger. “Open the door, you piece of shit! What kind of man kidnaps his own daughter? You hear that? Yeah, I know who you are. I wouldn’t have told anyone your dirty little secret, Reed! You could have gone on playing the perfect Christian politician, living in your own dream world. All I wanted was my club.”

      I paused to catch my breath. The rustle of somebody on the other side of the door only increased my frustration. “Fucking open the door and face me, you coward!”

      “Shut up, bitch,” came the growl from the other side.

      Not William. His voice was too deep and gravelly. It only gave me pause for a minute, though. “What’s he paying you to kidnap women, huh? A hundred bucks? Fuck, you’re probably so stupid you would have done it for a fifty. Is that it?” I pummeled my fist against the door again, both of them this time, one after the other, pounding the wood until my hands screamed for mercy and I let loose with a barrage of language. “Open the door and face me!”

      The door flew open, and I stumbled forward, not expecting it.

      A meaty hand closed around my throat and slammed me straight up against the doorframe.

      I only had a second to take in the man, his eyes a steel blue and as dead as stone, before he leaned in and hissed in my ear, “I said shut up, bitch. Nod if you understand, or I can stay here with my fingers around your throat until you have no breath left to yell.”

      I couldn’t have made a sound even if I wanted to. His fingers choked my air supply, leaving barely enough for me to remain conscious. The only sounds that came out were choked wheezes as I fought in vain to suck in enough oxygen.

      From below, Fawn let loose with a scream of her own. She barreled up the stairs, charging for the man. “Get away from her!”

      It all played out in sick slow motion. Her reaching the top of the stairs. Him putting one hand out and throwing her straight back down them.

      I watched in horror as her body tumbled, her limbs hitting every step, her head cracking against the railing, until she lay sprawled on the cold cement at the bottom.

      I couldn’t even rasp out her name. She lay deathly still, and through the dim light I couldn’t see if her chest moved.

      A tear spilled over and ran down my cheek.

      The man leaned in and licked it.

      My legs went weak, and I started up a new round of thrashing. The feel of his wet tongue against my skin was repulsive and terrifying all at once.

      His grip tightened until I stopped.

      “You’re William Reed’s daughter. Nod if you are.”

      I jerked my head.

      “Fuck.” His gaze rolled back to Fawn and rested on her lifeless body. For too long, it stayed there, staring at her unmoving body with relentless attention.

      His grip on my neck loosened enough for me to speak. “Please help her.”

      He didn’t respond.

      “You’re not one of William’s guys, are you?”

      He snapped his head around to stare at me. “What do you think?”

      A chill rolled down my spine. “Eddie?”

      “She’s talked about me, then? What did she say? Fucking slut thought she could leave me, but I told her. I told her she couldn’t!” He narrowed his eyes. “You let her do this. You encouraged her.”

      I shook my head. “No… I just gave her somewhere to live and work.”

      “You turned her into a ho. Up on that filthy stage, taking her clothes off for men who aren’t me. She was pure and innocent until she met you.” He shoved me roughly toward the hallway, and though getting out of the room had been my initial goal, I now wanted the complete opposite.

      I wouldn’t leave Fawn.

      “She’s hurt,” I screamed as he shoved me again. “She needs help. She could die, Eddie! I know that’s not what you want.”

      He got right up in my face, until his breath washed over my mouth. “I’m the only thing she needs, bitch. Not you and your filthy club. You’re just a fucking liability. Especially now that I know you’re the politician’s daughter. I should have just taken you out right then and there, on the porch of that shack she’s been living in. It’s not fit for her. She deserves better.”

      He shoved me again, hard enough I couldn’t keep my footing. I met the floor, sharp pain shooting up through my hands and arms which broke my fall. His fingers twisted in my hair and yanked my head back hard.

      At the end of the hall, a woman watched TV, completely uninterested in what was happening. But another man watched on silently. He stepped forward, producing a balaclava. All I saw was a flash of his green eyes before he pulled it down over mine, the eye holes not matching up so I couldn’t see a thing.

      “Stop fighting, bitch,” Eddie whispered. “This will all be over soon.”

      Hysteria rose and choked me worse than his fingers. I thrashed and kicked out, screaming until both male bodies pinned me to the floor and bound my hands behind my back. With my face pressed into the cold tile, and Eddie’s wicked voice promising violence, I let the fear consume me.

      Had I told Fawn I loved her? What about Lyric and Phoenix? Hell, even Augie… Did they know what they meant to me?

      And Boston…

      I couldn’t breathe, thinking about him and the way he made me feel. Why hadn’t I met him sooner? Why had we spent so much time arguing? It all seemed like a tragic waste now.

      He was it for me. Something deep in my gut knew it, and I’d been ignoring it since the day we’d met.

      Just like the others, I’d never get to tell him what he meant to me.

      When I was shoved into the trunk of a car, bound and gagged, that was what plagued me. Not the awkward angle of my limbs or my hot breath, caught by the mask over my face.

      With the two men arguing over where to dump my body, I’d go to my death regretting not telling Boston I loved him most of all.
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      We drove for hours, with music blaring loud enough I could hear it from the trunk. I kicked at the taillights to no avail and screamed until my throat went raw. In between songs, I caught snatches of the two men’s conversation. Words like kill, bury, and mine floated back to me until I was so exhausted from the adrenaline pumping through my body that I dozed off.

      A car door slammed, and I jerked awake painfully, my restraints cutting into my arms and ankles. I was sure one of my wrists was bleeding.

      “Get her out.”

      Panic broke through the grogginess. No. No, no, no. Suddenly, the trunk seemed like the safest place in the world, and I didn’t want to leave it. I’d been dreaming of Boston, but not the Boston I knew now. One who was older. Still hot as hell, but gray flecked his hair, and though I couldn’t see myself, I’d felt the wisdom of years I didn’t currently possess. I wanted to go back there, to that safe, warm space, that promised a future with him.

      The trunk opened, but they didn’t say a word.

      Their silence told me everything I needed to know.

      I wasn’t going to get that future with Boston. I wasn’t going to get a future at all.

      I let out another scream, this one less full of fear and more full of the pain of knowing what was coming.

      Strong hands gripped my upper arms and yanked me from the trunk only to throw me on the gravel road. Skin scraped along hard rock, cuts opening up and bleeding, but I barely felt it over the pain of knowing I’d feel nothing soon.

      “I love him,” I mumbled.

      “What was that, bitch?” Eddie’s harsh voice taunted.

      “I love him,” I repeated, louder this time. Stronger.

      He was all I’d thought about since this whole thing started. I didn’t want my mother. Or my friends, though where Fawn was right now, and whether she was even alive scared the shit out of me. But the person I wanted most was Boston. I yearned for the safety of his arms. For the press of his lips against my hair.

      I would have given anything for one last kiss. We hadn’t shared enough of them. There hadn’t been time. But somehow, I knew, even a whole lifetime of his kisses wouldn’t have been enough. “I love him.”

      The mask was ripped from me, the scratchy material scraping my face as it lifted.

      Bright lights shone straight into my eyes, blinding me after being in the darkness for hours.

      A gun barrel was pressed to my temple.

      I whimpered. “Please,” I whispered, shutting my eyes against the glare. Against reality.

      “Please what?”

      “Don’t hurt Fawn. If she’s still alive. Do what you want with me, I’ve done the bad shit to deserve it. But Fawn hasn’t. She doesn’t deserve this.”

      “And you do? You deserve to die out here tonight?”

      I couldn’t answer. A full-body tremble took over, even though the night air was warm.

      He pushed the gun harder into my temple, forcing my head to one side.

      I waited for it.

      The blast of the gun going off and the instant darkness as the bullet took my life.

      Eddie leaned down, his lips brushing my cheek. “Not today, bitch. I don’t need your daddy searching me down because I offed his little princess. You’re not like my girl. Ain’t nobody gonna miss her when she’s mine and mine alone. But you, you’re a thorn in my side that I don’t need.”

      My brain scrambled to keep up, trying to make sense of what he was saying.

      “Stay there while I drive away. I’ll be watching in the rearview mirror. I see you looking, even so much as twitching in my direction, and it’ll be Fawn down on her knees with a gun at her temple. Got me, bitch?”

      “Please don’t hurt—”

      The gun smashed into my cheekbone. “I said, you got me, bitch?”

      He screamed in my face until I nodded rapidly, my tears filling my eyes and spilling out from beneath my closed lids. “I got it. I understand.”

      “Let’s go, Zane.”

      Car doors slammed, while I hunched over, clutching my stomach, trying to ease the nausea threatening to erupt. I sucked in deep lungfuls of air as the crunch of tires on gravel faded into the distance.

      Even then, I waited another five minutes to be doubly sure they weren’t tricking me into looking.

      Finally, I allowed myself to collapse in a ball.

      Until the crack of a gun unloading split the night air.
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      Searching for Eve with no information to go on was like searching for a needle in a haystack. The chief had called us back in twice now, and I wasn’t even officially a cop anymore, but Richards and I had both ignored the calls. I drove the streets aimlessly, desperately searching for anything out of place, while Richards combed through our databases, social media, and Google for any information we could find on Fawn’s ex-boyfriend.

      None of the records he found were good.

      “Arrested for assault at fifteen. Again at eighteen and twenty-two…” Richards scrolled down the side of his iPad, continuing a progressively worse list of violent crimes. The man had a rap sheet longer than my arm. The thought he might have Eve and Fawn had me gripping the steering wheel so tightly my knuckles turned white.

      I wasn’t a cop anymore. The promises I’d made when Jayela and I joined the academy no longer applied.

      I’d kill him if he’d laid a hand on Eve.

      “Richards, Boston.” The chief’s voice crackled over the radio, followed by a heavy sigh, like he was thoroughly sick of our shit.

      I didn’t care.

      Richards hit the button to reply. “Yeah, boss?”

      “Don’t know if you’ve actually been listening to your radio tonight, but everyone has been sent over to deal with the riot at the prison. Since the two of you refuse to obey commands, you’re the only ones still out on the beat. We’ve had a call about a body on a residential street near your location.”

      My heart stopped. “Male or female?”

      “Caller thought female, but she was too scared to go outside in the dark and check. Rather than pull someone from the prison, Richards, it’s on you. Since your partner quit, you’re in charge.”

      I clenched my jaw. But it wasn’t enough for me to take back my resignation. I knew full well that as soon as I returned to the station, I’d be handing in my badge and gun for the last time.

      And oddly, I was okay with that. The weight of everything that was wrong within this police department had lifted the moment I’d uttered those freeing words. I still wholeheartedly believed in protecting those who needed it. But what I’d been forced into doing and the way this department ran went wholly against my moral compass. I couldn’t ignore it anymore. Without Jayela, none of it felt right.

      Maybe I could have changed precincts. Maybe things would have been different somewhere else, beneath a different leader. But my life was here.

      Eve was here.

      At least she would be when I got her back.

      Over the radio, the chief rattled off an address just a few blocks away, and I turned on my blinker. With a rising sense of dread, I put my foot down on the accelerator, taking corners too fast until the street came into view.

      “There.” Richards pointed to a lump on the side of the road, a few hundred feet away. It was too dark to make out features, but as I sped down the road, the cruiser’s headlights illuminated the woman’s body.

      A dark-haired woman. In gray sweats that looked familiar because they were mine.

      I slammed my foot on the brake and threw open the door without turning the engine off. “Eve!” My boots pounded over the road, and I slipped, nearly going down before righting myself. “Eve!”

      I threw myself to the ground, barely noticing the gravel the grazed my thigh even through my work pants.

      She was a mess of wild hair that covered her face. I desperately smoothed it out as I hauled her into my lap. “Eve, come on, baby. Talk to me.”

      She was too pale. Too limp.

      I held her to my chest, an agonized scream ripping from somewhere deep inside me. “Jesus, no.”

      “Boston.”

      I stopped breathing. I stayed so completely still that there was no other sound, no other movement, except for the slight rise and fall of her chest.

      Her big eyes peered up at me, as if she couldn’t quite believe I was really there.

      A sob of relief choked me. “Fucking hell, Evil. I thought you were dead.” I hugged her to me, only now feeling the warmth of her body. My mind whirled with questions, but in the background, Richards called for an ambulance, and everything else paled in comparison. “I love you,” I whispered into her hair. “I love you so fucking much.”

      She clutched me tighter, curling herself into my lap while sobs racked her body. “There were gunshots. Don’t let me go,” she murmured into my chest. “Please, don’t go.”

      “Not a chance. I’m not going anywhere, you hear me? You’re mine, Eve. I’ve got you.”

      “I’m going to ask the witnesses about the shots,” Richards told me, then left me with my girl.

      I couldn’t answer him. The ambulance arrived, and when I glanced up, the street was lined with rubberneckers. I hadn’t heard any of them, too wrapped up in holding Eve in my arms. The paramedics approached, but Eve buried into my jacket and clutched me tighter.

      “I’ve got her,” I told the two women. “I’ll get her in.”

      The two of them frowned, but I’d made a promise, and I wasn’t about to break it. When I told Eve I wasn’t going anywhere, I meant it. I’d be right here, by her side, until she told me to leave.

      The onlookers broke into a round of applause as I picked Eve up from the ground, and she wrapped her arms around my neck. I met Richards’ gaze when I passed.

      “The gunshot was one of the neighbors, letting off a warning shot into the air. They didn’t realize it was a woman or that she needed help.” He sighed heavily. “He was very apologetic. You almost can’t blame him. There’s so much gang activity around here, and the people don’t feel safe. Any commotion is treated as a threat.”

      I understood but I couldn’t worry about that now. It was no longer my problem. I paused, pulling my gun and badge from my belt, and passed them to him.

      He didn’t say anything. Just nodded, and that was enough.

      The police were no longer my everything.

      The woman in my arms was.

      I climbed into the back of the ambulance and sat on a stretcher. One of the paramedics climbed in, closing the door behind her. “I’m Sara,” she said calmly, in the way one spoke to a frightened animal. “I need to examine her.”

      In the front, the other paramedic started the engine and switched on the sirens. With a lurch, we took off in the direction of Saint View Hospital.

      Sara watched the two of us with a sympathetic expression, while I smoothed a hand down Eve’s back. “Babe, we gotta get you looked at.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, finally lifting her head. “But Fawn…”

      Sara turned to me in confusion. “Is there another patient?”

      I shook my head. “There was nobody else at the scene.”

      Eve trembled. “They pushed her down the stairs. It was a basement, somewhere we had no phone reception. It felt like hours away, but I don’t know. Maybe we just drove in circles to throw me off? You need to find her, Boston. Please.”

      For the first time, I noticed the bruising around her neck. My blood boiled. And for the tiniest of seconds, I regretted my choice. But the chief had already chosen his side. He’d already proven that he didn’t see Eve and her friends as worthy of police time and effort.

      “We’ll find her,” I promised. “She’s family. We’ll do whatever it takes to bring her home. But first, we need to get you to the hospital.”

      She sank back into my arms, exhaustion taking her once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hours later, I took my girl home. Just like I had the last time we’d gone back to my place together, I guided her straight up the stairs. In the main bathroom, I sat her on the toilet lid, and she watched while I ran the tub full of hot water. “I’m sorry I don’t have any of that nice-smelling stuff,” I told her, glancing over at her with a worried frown. “I’ll buy some tomorrow.”

      She didn’t smile the way I’d hoped she would. “It’s okay. I don’t need it.”

      I still wished I had some. Not that nicely scented water would make any difference to the bruises around her neck or the cuts on her cheek. But the doctors at the hospital had given her a clean bill of health otherwise, and after a drip with a bag of fluids, and a few hours’ sleep while they observed her stats, she’d been discharged.

      Fawn was still missing. I’d guarded Eve’s hospital door while I called Richards and filled him in on everything Eve had told me, not wanting to wake her by talking in her room but unwilling to leave her alone either. I’d checked the bathroom thoroughly before I left, semi-paranoid Fawn’s ex might have changed his mind about letting her go.

      We’d gotten lucky. Lucky that she was Reed’s daughter. Lucky that she hadn’t ever been Eddie’s intended target. It could have so easily gone the other way, though. Instead of dumping her on the side of the road, he could have put a bullet through her brain first.

      I shuddered at the thought.

      “Stand up,” I said softly, once the water was near the top of the tub. I held a hand out, and she took it, standing on legs that no longer trembled so much they couldn’t hold her weight.

      She’d had to put the dirty clothes back on to come home, and I peeled them from her body now, slowly shedding each piece to the floor. My uniform followed, until there was a pile of clothes neither of us needed anymore.

      I stepped into the almost too-hot water and tugged at Eve’s hand to join me. She stepped in gracefully, and the two of us sank deep into the tub, not caring when the water splashed over the sides and onto the tiled floor. I put my back to the porcelain and spread my legs wide, pulling Eve to lie between them, her back to my chest.

      As seconds passed, Eve relaxed, her stressed tight muscles slowly unwinding beneath the hot water until she sighed in contentment. She slipped beneath the surface, wetting her hair.

      I reached for a bottle of shampoo, squeezed some onto my palm, and then worked it through the lengths falling down her back. With the help of the sudsy lather, I rubbed my fingers across her scalp, massaging her temples until she was as limp as a ragdoll.

      “You were all I thought about,” she said eventually. “In that basement, and in the car, and on the side of the road. I just wanted you.”

      “Shh, It’s okay. You don’t have to talk about it.”

      “I just…we wasted so much time. I don’t want to do that anymore. You said I was yours… You’re mine, too, Joshua. You know that, right?” She swiveled to look up at me. “You’re mine, and I love you.”

      My heart roared. I’d felt it in the way she held me. In the connection between us that now somehow felt bone-deep. She’d gotten beneath my skin, and I’d just hoped I was beneath hers.

      Hearing her confirm it was everything. She was everything.

      “I love you, too.” I kissed her sweet mouth, reminding myself of her taste when she opened and pressed her tongue against mine. She twisted in the tub, water sloshing again, so we were face-to-face, chest to chest. Her back arched gracefully as she lay on top of me, reaching her arms around my neck, my head cupped in her hands.

      “I’ve never said that to anyone before,” she admitted. “Nobody has ever made me want to.”

      My heart slammed against my chest so hard I was sure she could feel it through hers. I kissed her roughly, unable to get enough before I remembered she was hurt. I pulled back sharply. “Shit. Are you okay?”

      She nodded, pressing her lips to mine again. “Don’t stop,” she murmured between kisses. “Just…touch me. Please. I need it.”

      I understood that feeling because every part of me called out for her, too. I had no idea how I was ever going to leave her side to find work or get food. But I didn’t need any of that right now. I could survive on Eve and Eve alone at least for the next few hours.

      So I touched her. I ran my soapy hands over every curve of her body, checking each one, refamiliarizing myself and learning new things about her with every brush of my fingertips. She nuzzled into the side of my neck, flicking over my damp skin with her tongue while I traced the bumps of her spine and dragged my palms lower to cup her ass. Between us, my dick grew hard, nudging against her belly.

      “That feels so good,” she whispered.

      I massaged her ass, sneaking one finger between to prod at her entrance, remembering the way she liked to be touched there. I was rewarded with a hiss of breath as she gasped in pleasure. My dick yearned to get in on the action, but I ignored it.

      She found my lips with hers and kissed me deeply, until my balls ached and it was everything I could do not to push my dick between her legs and take her right then and there. But not until I’d made her scream. Not until I’d wiped away the memory of somebody hurting her.

      She stood, water dripping from her glistening body, falling from the peaks of her tits and running in rivulets down her stomach and thighs. “Let’s go to your bedroom. The water is getting cold.”

      I hadn’t even noticed. I stood to join her, but the lure of her body was too great to ignore. I pushed her up against the tiled wall, stopping only when she squealed.

      “Cold tiles!”

      But I couldn’t wait for the bedroom, a wicked idea forming. I spun her around, and she planted her hands on the wall instead. I reached around her hip and cupped her mound. My mouth at her ear, I whispered, “Arch your back and press your tits to the wall. I want that cold on your nipples.”

      Her moan of approval went straight to my cock. She did as I’d instructed, sticking her ass back for me to grab, and her breasts against the tile. Her cheek against the wall showed me her profile. Not as good as staring down at her face, but enough that I could see she was enjoying it. There was no squealing this time, and her noises of arousal spurred me on. The water in the tub still sloshed around our calves, annoying, but I wasn’t stopping to move now. She needed me. And I needed her.

      I found her clit and rubbed one finger against it, before dipping lower to gather her arousal. With my other hand, I massaged the globes of her perfect ass, enjoying the smoothness of her skin and the way she ground back against my finger every time I touched it to her back entrance.

      “You like it,” I murmured, not really a question, since I already knew the answer.

      “It’s my favorite,” she admitted without opening her eyes. “Just gotta get the right partner for it to be really good.”

      “That person me?”

      The corner of her mouth flicked up. “You looking for compliments? Shut up and fuck me already.”

      I grinned, partially at what she’d said, and partially in relief. This was the Eve I knew. The things she’d experienced in the last twenty-four hours hadn’t stolen her sass, just numbed it for a little while.

      I dropped to my knees in the bathtub, lukewarm water splashing around me, and gripped her hips.

      She glanced over her shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      “Fucking you. With my tongue.” With her ass jutting out, she was mine for the taking. I wanted to prove exactly how good I could make it for her. She’d caught me by surprise last time, I wanted to do the same for her this time. Especially knowing it was her favorite.

      Keeping one hand on her clit, I used the other to spread her cheeks and dove between them, tongue searching for entry.

      “Oh God, yes,” she moaned.

      A fresh coat of arousal built between her legs, and I drenched my fingers in it, thrusting them up inside her pussy while I tongued her ass until she was mewling, begging for more.

      “You’re so wet,” I murmured between licks and sucks. “God, I want to fuck you bare, Eve. Are you on birth control?”

      She nodded frantically, grinding back against me like she hated that I’d stopped to talk. I pressed my tongue against her sweet flesh once more.

      “Are you clean?” Her voice was raspy, on the verge of an orgasm I wouldn’t let her have.

      “As a whistle.”

      “God yes, do it.”

      I stood again, enjoying the tremble in her legs as I spread them as wide as the tub would allow. I held her hip and plunged myself deep inside her pussy from behind.

      “Oh!”

      Her wet warmth wrapped around me like a glove, so much better than wearing a condom. I glided in and out of her tight core, fucking her hard and fast until she was begging me to finish her. I wouldn’t. Not yet. Not until I’d wrung every inch of pleasure out of her body and made her forget everything but me, and my cock and the orgasm barreling down on her.

      Dripping with her juices, I pulled out and notched myself at her ass, testing her reaction to see if she wanted it.

      She ground back against me without any encouragement. I held completely still, letting her run the show as my dick disappeared inside her.

      She dropped one hand from the wall, moving it between her legs, stroking her clit as I began a slow roll of my hips, thrusting in and an out, giving her time to adjust.

      The view from where I stood was magnificent. I watched the spot we were joined, watched the jerk of her fingers against her sensitive flesh, watched the expression on her face turn from pleasure to ecstasy.

      “Harder,” she murmured. “Now, Boston.”

      Her pretty lips begged the words, and I was right where I wanted to be, right where she wanted it. I picked up the pace, dick gliding through her tightness, wrapped in her body like I’d never been with anyone else. Her shoulders shook with the effort of her fingers at her pussy, while I dug my fingers into her hips, slamming my own against hers, our wet flesh slapping in the silent bathroom, her moans echoing off the tiles like music to my ears.

      Her breaths came faster, her noises louder, until one final thrust sent us both flying over the edge, my dick deep in her ass, her fingers coated with her own cum. I rode her hard and fast, and she took everything I had, then demanded more. When I was bone-dry, completely emptied out, I spun her around and ate her pussy until she came again.

      After she was done, I ran the shower, thoroughly sick of being in the water by now but needing to get us clean again. I wiped her tenderly with a cloth, as if I were handling fine china, but she still moaned every time I touched her sensitive places, aftershocks from both orgasms still coursing through her body.

      Turning off the faucet, I took fluffy towels from the rack and wrapped her in one. Her hair hung in damp waves around her face, and she smiled when I picked her up and carried her to my bed.

      Naked but dry, we got beneath the covers, snuggled in each other’s arms.

      It was only then that worry pulled at her expression once more. “I don’t deserve this,” she whispered quietly. “I’m here, having mind-blowing sex and multiple orgasms while Fawn is out there somewhere….”

      I held her tighter, stress gripping me once more, until I reminded myself that she was here. She was with me. And I was never letting her go. I rolled her on her back, and she welcomed me between her legs once more, even though I wasn’t hard. We just lay there, drinking each other in, my body weight on top of hers a security that calmed her down. “I love you,” I whispered.

      She brushed her lips over mine. “I love you, too.”

      “Richards is looking. We’ll find her. I promise.”

      She turned away, both of us knowing that we’d gotten lucky.

      And that maybe Fawn hadn’t.
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      1 month later

      I stood in the wings of church hall, while William Reed took to the makeshift stage. His campaign posters were everywhere, decorating the wall behind him, along with streamers in blue, red, and white. Confetti littered the floor at his feet, crinkling beneath his overshined black shoes.

      “I can’t believe he won,” Dylan Reed muttered.

      I glanced over at my half brother. I would never call William Dad. He wasn’t my father, just my sperm donor as far as I was concerned, but in the last few weeks, I had to admit, the man had been trying. I’d thwarted his first few attempts at reaching out to me, ignoring his calls, still too angry even though Boston and the police had explained that they now suspected Eddie of the drive-by shooting and the hate mail we’d received. In the month that had passed, they’d found evidence that Eddie had been hanging around Saint View, stalking Fawn from afar for weeks before he’d actually made his presence known.

      None of us had realized. None of us except for Fawn. She’d tried to tell me, and I’d ignored her.

      It was a burden I found hard to live with.

      Augie, too, was taking it particularly hard, blaming himself for not noticing. He’d taken up drinking until he passed out.

      But even though William might not have been trying to kill me, I still harbored ill feelings over too many things for me to just forget about them and play happy families.

      Not that Laura would have ever allowed that anyway. My existence as William’s daughter was still a sore point for her, especially since he’d made a public announcement about it.

      But Dylan wasn’t his father, and I liked the kid. He’d been nothing less than thrilled that we were biologically related, and he’d started turning up at the club each week for family night.

      But he didn’t fill the void, or the fact that Fawn had never come home.

      I squeezed Boston’s fingers, grateful as always for his solid dependability. The man never faltered. He’d taken his departure from the police force in stride, immediately setting up his own protection company.

      Saint View Strip had been his first customer, and he’d joined Terry, the two of them forming our new security staff.

      Once upon a time, seeing a guy day in and day out might have been too much. But things with Boston were different. I was happy to live in his pocket, and he in mine. Augie complained constantly about how sickening we were, but we were firmly in the honeymoon stage, and I wasn’t planning on leaving it anytime soon.

      But my happiness also brought pain. A heavy guilt that I didn’t think would ease until the missing piece of my heart returned.

      On the stage, William’s smile was ear to ear. “What can I say? I’m incredibly honored to be standing in front of you all today. To every person who voted to make this happen, I say thank you. Thank you for your support, and for coming out tonight to celebrate.”

      A cheer went up from the crowd, accompanied by thunderous applause. I clapped, just a little more limply. I’d really only come around to William when he’d promised to leave the strip alone, including my club. It only took the edge off my dislike for the man, but I could give credit where credit was due. He was trying. Maybe one day, with time, we could be more than we were right now.

      William droned on and on with his speech, and beside me, Boston faked a yawn.

      Dylan grinned at him. “You thinking about quitting again?”

      William had been Boston’s second client. He wrinkled his nose adorably. “Nah. Do you know the percentage of new businesses that fail in the first twelve months?”

      “That isn’t going to happen to you,” I assured him. “Best personal protection around.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist. “Damn straight. And I haven’t missed the bullshit at the station for a minute.”

      Every time he said that I worried it was bravado, and that he truly had made a rash decision in the heat of a very emotional moment. But again, I looked into his eyes and saw the truth there. Even though Fawn’s whereabouts rested heavily on us all, Boston had been happier these past few weeks than I’d ever seen him. He smiled more. Walked with a bounce in his step. And loved me like nobody else ever had. He was happy.

      His smile cracked through my darkness every time. It was why I liked having him around so much.

      “My team and I know we have big tasks ahead of us. And we take those responsibilities very seriously. We’re here to serve this community. Each and every member of it, from those who live in Providence, to those who live in Saint View. Every person has a voice. And everyone will be heard.” He glanced over at me, meeting my gaze. “Nobody gets left behind. As such, I promise to all of you in this crowd tonight…” His eyes burned bright, right into mine. “And to my eldest daughter, that we will find Fawn Conroy, who has been missing for the past four weeks. A task force has been put together by my own personal security and is working in conjunction with the police and other personal investigation services. I’m pledging that whatever it takes, no matter the hours, the manpower, or the money, we will find Fawn and bring her home.”

      A sob burst from my chest, and Boston gathered me in his arms.

      “You knew he was doing this?” I asked him. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “He asked me not to,” Boston said into my hair. “If he hadn’t been elected, it wouldn’t have happened, and he didn’t want to disappoint you.”

      William wrapped up his speech and with a wave to his cheering supporters, he walked off the stage. He stopped in front of me, an arm’s length away. “Eve…” he started.

      He didn’t get to finish.

      “Thank you,” I said stiffly.

      He went to pat me on the arm, but I stepped out of his reach. He might have made a teeny tiny step in the right direction, but I didn’t forgive and forget that easily.

      He dropped his arm to his side and settled for a, “You’re welcome.”

      “Aw, look at you two getting along. Does this mean you’re going to call him Dad now?” Dylan asked with a chuckle.

      I shot my younger brother a death stare. But I didn’t miss the hope in William’s eye.

      “Perhaps you could come to dinner sometime.” William cleared his throat and tugged at his shirt collar like it was suddenly too tight. “I mean, legitimately this time.”

      Unlike last time he’d invited me, this time, I could tell he meant it.

      “I’ll think about it.”
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      “Is the blindfold really necessary?”

      Boston grumbled as he tugged me along by the hand. “It is if you actually want to be surprised.”

      “I don’t. I hate surprises.”

      “You won’t hate this one. I promise.”

      I was doubtful. But he’d been excited about whatever was going on here for the past two days. His enthusiasm was hard not to catch. He’d left me little notes all over the place—at home, and at the club—dropping clues so cryptic that even after half a dozen of them, I still had no idea what we were doing. But seeing his excitement was enough. He wanted me to love whatever this was, and so I would. Because it was from him, and I kinda loved the guy.

      I never got sick of saying that.

      “Is it much farther?” I asked. “You didn’t tell me to dress for a hike.” Soft grass was squashed by my new summer sandals, and my long boho style dress swayed around my ankles. I’d assumed we were going to the beach, maybe for a picnic, or a swim, so I’d worn my bikini underneath, but there’d been no scent of salt in the air when we’d gotten out of the car, and no crashing of waves against the shore.

      “Just a few more steps and then I’ll take the blindfold off.”

      He stopped and swiveled me into position. “Okay, you ready?”

      Despite myself, excitement rose. “This better be good, Boston. You’ve hyped it up that much.”

      He chuckled. “It’s good. Take your blindfold off.”

      I pulled the material down and blinked in the harsh midday light. I took in the ugly square building in front of me, with the words, Saint View Dog Rescue scrawled across the side. “What’s this? Are we volunteering?”

      “Nope. There’s somebody here that wants to meet you. She’s just over there.” Boston pointed to a side door I hadn’t noticed.

      A woman who stood in the doorway, holding a tiny brown mutt that might have been part chocolate Labrador but only a DNA test would really tell.

      I spun around and stared at Boston. “No way. You bought a puppy?”

      He grinned. “I bought you a puppy.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but he held up a hand. “Before you say anything, just hear me out. I follow this rescue on Facebook.”

      I smiled at that. “You’re so cute, with your bleeding heart.”

      “Shut up. Anyway, they put up a photo of that tiny little fluffball and asked for someone to adopt her.”

      “And you thought that someone should be me? Why?” I was itching to go snuggle that puppy. She was twisting in the worker’s arms, straining to get free, her gaze trained on me.

      Boston motioned for the woman to come over, and she smiled as she approached, introducing herself as Lola and handing me the squirming ball of floof.

      She came willingly, licking my face and wagging her little tail so rapidly it whipped my hand.

      Something inside me clicked.

      It felt a lot like my heart opening up once more.

      Boston grinned triumphantly at my smile. “I knew you’d love her. You’ve been so sad, and you can’t be sad with a puppy around. Right?”

      He peered into my face with such hope. All this man wanted to do was make me smile.

      “I did good, right?”

      The puppy licked my face. I pressed up on my toes and kissed Boston, while the puppy yelped excitedly and tried to do backflips out of my arms. I caught her and nodded at him. “You did good, babe.”

      I passed the wriggling puppy to him for snuggles, and my heart damn near burst, watching my man with that tiny baby. It almost made my ovaries ache. The thought of him holding our babies like that one day didn’t overwhelm me. In fact, I kinda wanted it. “You’d make a great dad someday, you know.”

      He glanced up sharply. “I thought you didn’t want kids?”

      I lifted one shoulder. “A girl can change her mind, can’t she?”

      He grinned and swept me into his arms once more. “You’re going to be an amazing mother. I can just imagine you, with your belly all swollen with my baby—”

      “And my ankles twice their normal size, and stretch marks, and—”

      “You’ll still be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.”

      “You’d still want me like that?”

      He came in closer and whispered in my ear, “Yes, Eve. I will still want you like that. I will still want you bent over the kitchen counter and screaming my name. I will still want to suck your nipples and rub your clit until you’re begging me for more.” He darted a glance at the woman walking back to the shelter and grinned at me wickedly. “And I will still want to ride your sweet ass, just because I know you love it.”

      I didn’t blush easily, but I did now. I covered the puppy’s floppy ears and shot Boston a stern look. “Stop it! You’ll scar her for life!” But we were both laughing.

      It felt good to laugh. To really just let go and be happy in the moment with the man I loved.

      I kissed the puppy’s black nose and took her back from Boston’s arms. “You need a name, little one. We can’t just call you Puppy.”

      Boston’s expression turned serious once more. “Actually, she already has one. The shelter workers named her and had it up on the Facebook post when they were searching for her forever home.”

      “Oh, yeah? What is it? I reserve the right to change it if it’s awful.” I patted her soft fur. “You’re too cute to have an awful name.”

      “Her name is Doe.”

      My head snapped up. “Doe?”

      Boston nodded. “I don’t know, maybe it’s stupid, but I saw it and I just felt that maybe it was a sign…Doe…Fawn…”

      I swallowed hard. “It’s perfect. And when Fawn comes home, she’s going to love it.”

      I said it with as much conviction as I could muster. But the wobble in my bottom lip gave me away.

      Boston didn’t miss it. “We’re going to find her, Eve. I promise.”

      “I know.”

      But the silent words neither of us wanted to say hung between us, out of place in the happiness we’d created.

      When we brought Fawn home, would it be to cheers and hugs…or would it be to tears and a body bag?
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      Bright flashes of light broke through the endless black. I squeezed my eyes shut against it, praying for the darkness to engulf me once more.

      Because I remembered everything. Eddie and Eve. Her screams. Him pushing me down the stairs. The pain of slamming into steel steps, the force shuddering through my entire body. The thump on my skull as the world around me cut out entirely.

      There was too much pain in my body for me to be in a hospital. If I’d felt nothing, maybe I could have believed that he’d taken pity on me and dumped me in a hospital emergency room. Or maybe I could believe I was dead. Instead, pain curled around every limb, every organ, making it known that I was very much alive and still in the same hellhole.

      I had no tears left.

      Just hate. I hated him with everything I had. I hated myself for being so stupid and sticking around one place long enough for him to find me.

      The flashes went off again. “Eve,” I murmured through cracked lips.

      There was a long silence and then, “She’s not here.”

      That wasn’t Eddie’s voice. Somewhere in the back of my pain-riddled mind, I remembered the lower, quieter tone. But for the life of me, I couldn’t work out where or why.

      I forced one eye open.

      Cat-green eyes pierced the darkness, trained intently on me.

      There was only one person in the world I knew who had eyes that color. “Zane?”

      He didn’t say anything.

      “Where’s Eve?”

      “Gone.”

      Fear knocked at my door, sharp and strong. “What does that mean? Gone where? Is she in another room? Did you take her home?”

      An evil cackle of laughter from the other side of the room made me jump. “Do you really think we’d do that, sweet girl?”

      A sob crept up my chest. Because that laughter, that cruel, taunting sound had haunted my life and then my nightmares for years. And there was only one person who called me sweet girl. I couldn’t even look at him, because if I did, I knew I would break down completely. I focused on Zane because it was all I could do to keep calm. The madness of insanity tried to breach my defenses, tried to invade and force me to shut down. I couldn’t. Not yet. Not here.

      “Zane, no, what did you do? Tell me.”

      He didn’t respond.

      I changed tactics, trying to appeal to the basic sense of human decency that I remembered he’d once had. Zane was just as big as his brother. Just as muscled. Just as strong. If he wanted to, he could get me out of here.

      He just had to want to.

      I crawled across the dirty floor, agony splintering my chest, making it hard to breathe. I clutched the leg of his pants. “Please. Help me.”

      Something flickered in his eyes, and hope lit up my chest.

      “We were friends once,” I blurted out. “You remember? We sat in your room, while you played guitar? Zane, please.” My voice broke, and the tears rolled down my face.

      “You did what?”

      The snarl from Eddie’s side of the room was more feral that any animal I’d ever heard.

      And anything in Zane’s eyes—any part of him that remembered that night—disintegrated along with Eddie’s words.

      The hope inside me died.

      When Eddie’s fingers speared into my hair and yanked me away from his brother, I wasn’t even surprised. I was too dead inside to feel anything.

      “You’re mine, you filthy little slut. Mine. You hear me? Not his. Not those maggots at the club you whored yourself out to while you were away from me. Mine.”

      When his fist slammed into my temple once more, I welcomed the darkness.

      It was where I belonged after all.
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      I’m a die hard Seals Baseball fan, but the coach?

      I hate him.

      I could do his job better from the grandstands. Yeah, men are worthless unless they’re in baseball pants and only a fantasy.
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      I’ve always loved baseball. It’s been the one constant in my life. Walking into the stadium brings me peace no matter what team we are playing or how loud the crowd is yelling and the music is blaring. I don’t care if the popcorn is burning or the smoke from the barbecue stand has taken over the concourse. It’s undeniably my happy place. It’s been true to me through thick and thin, unlike the idiot men I’ve dated and the jerk I was married to for 13 years. The San Diego Seals are the only men I can depend on to do what they promise—play the game. At that, it’s only a 25-man roster. I could do a better job coaching than the ass leaning on the dugout railing while he calls the shots.

      “You fucking idiot!” I scream at the top of my lungs toward the home team’s dugout. Boos come from all around me as we watch the team intentionally walk the bases loaded. We all know the call came from the coach. Two outs and the opposing team’s pitcher is up to bat next. The plan sounds good in theory, but not when the pitcher has six home runs in his last eight at bats and we are only ahead by one. We don’t need to give them a grand slam and we definitely don’t want to give up our lead. It simply makes no sense, our pitcher has a great record against the guy and he walked him. A video plays on the jumbotron of a stick figure scratching his head and a line drawing demonstrating the distance of a ball being hit out of the park. Laughs erupt over the boos, but they are silenced by the pop of the ball off the bat. I didn’t have to look. I couldn’t watch. I knew immediately from the crisp popping sound that my fear had been realized. Grand slam.

      Three behind with two outs in the top of the eighth is not ideal, but we’ve come back from worse. We strike out the next hitter in three pitches and head to the dugout.

      The heart of our batting order is up in the bottom of the eighth inning and our closer is warming up in the bull pen even though we are behind and this is in no way a save situation, then again, this team is that confident. Center Fielder Chase Cross is leading off and he’s deadly on the base paths. He watches a strike go down the middle and gets a little grin as he chokes up on the bat. He gets the exact same pitch and smacks it fair up the third base line, past the third baseman. Safe on first he claps his hands at Kris Martin as he steps into the batter’s box and gets a nod in response. I’ve seen this before—game on. Chase steps off first and inches toward second base. The pitcher looks him back, but as soon as he turns away Chase is off and running toward second. Kris connects on the pitch and drives a grounder through the infield. The first baseman reaches for the ball, but it bounces off the end of his glove into the outfield. Chase dashes for third and Kris is safe on first. Mason walks to the plate, twirling his bat around with a smug grin. I love this kid, he’s grown into his skin and exudes the confidence a big leaguer should have without being a complete macho dick. Not to mention that his ass fills his baseball pants like no other. The fact that I appreciate the strategy of the game and the beauty of a perfect double play doesn’t mean I don’t welcome the view on the field. I’ve always been a sucker for a nice ass in baseball pants. There’s also something about a dominating pitcher that gets my juices flowing.

      “Hey! Layla! I’m talking to you.” Jerry yells at me from the end of my row and pulls me out of my head.

      “Yeah? What?”

      “Do you see this shit?” he says pointing toward the on-deck circle. “Swear it looks like the damn coach is going to pull Seno out of the game before his next at bat.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised. Why not pull out our hitter with the most runs batted in when we have runners on and are behind? Sounds like something our dumbass Coach Hendrix would do. Winning obviously isn’t his goal.”

      I hear the crack of the bat and turn to watch as shards of the bat assault the infield, standing instantly when I realize it’s a home run. Did I mention Mason is amazing? He never lets me down. He hit the ball completely out of the park and demolished his bat in the process. I need a piece of that. The bat, not the player—I’m not into training kids. Nope, I’m not signing up to be Mrs. Robinson, not even for a ball player with an ass like his. I’m 40 and I’m not into any guy who could be my kid.

      With the score tied, I look to the bull pen. Super D is fired up and ready to handle business. The crowd boos and I search for the reason. Two guys in the on-deck circle ready to hit. Seno is standing there shaking his head at the coach. Damn! He’s trying to pull him back and put in a rookie. I’m all for giving new guys a chance, but not with the game on the line when the team captain is up. Rick Seno is the backbone, heart, and soul of this team—a true warrior—and harder on himself than anyone else could ever think of being. The rookie starts to swing his bat and Seno shakes his head at him while he points at the bench. I can see words passing between Seno and the dugout, but I can’t hear them. Coach Hendrix barks something out of the dugout and the rookie is stuck in between, finally crawling back to the bench where he belongs. Seno gives him a quick salute and swings his bat as he walks to the plate. Digging his feet in, he’s focused on the pitch and waits for it patiently. Not a flinch as the ball flies by at his chest height. Next pitch is just off the plate and he smashes it to the upper deck. A total no doubter—home run.

      Ahead by one, the coach starts switching out the starting lineup. One by one they strike out. On to the ninth inning, thank goodness we have our closer.

      The stadium lights go dark and “Sex Type Thing” by Stone Temple Pilots fills my ears at maximum volume. Closer time. The light bars are blue with a neon green line showing the beat of the music, then flashing to Houck. The big screen changes back and forth from the ball in his hand to his eyes staring you down. His eyes a grey that pierce through your soul. The stadium shakes with excitement, he throws a few pitches to Seno behind the plate and they communicate silently, ready to get this game done. It’s a one, two, three inning and the fans are on their feet chanting “Super D.”

      Everyone in my section is up and high fiving the win, with undertones of “stupid coach.” It’s the truth. The coach shouldn’t get the win. He almost cost us the game.

      We all enjoy the on-field interviews of Mason and Seno. My section has camaraderie like no other. We yell at each other during the game across others in between. We have a group text that’s active even in the off season. And our Twitter game is off the charts. Mostly baseball reference screen names. I keep mine unique to my name, not plain Layla but a nod to the song I was named for… @GotUOnYourKnees. My parents have a story about how they conceived me and at least one of them was on their knees and had been begging. Honestly, I tune out the conversation every time they tell the story because I don’t need to hear those details—that’s what nightmares are made of and I don’t want the repeated dream of walking in on my parents doing it. Just thinking about the knees part reminds me they were going for it doggy style or there was some oral involved. Nobody wants to think of their parents like that, and if you do then you’re a sick bastard.

      Anyway, after the game we all say our goodbyes or head to the bar and tonight I’m in no mood to drink. The coach has me pissed. I don’t understand why he still has a job. The only job he should be able to get in the whole organization is usher, or maybe janitor. Absolutely nothing to do with the players.
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            Coach Hendrix

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know why I care what the fans think. I coach the team and I make the calls that get us the wins. It doesn’t matter what they think. They’re just a bunch of armchair quarterbacks, or backseat drivers—Their neck’s not on the line to get this team to the postseason. They don’t go from being the hero in the press one day to the hated enemy the next. Nobody has a clue what I do. Shit. Sometimes I’m a glorified babysitter and that’s not just with the rookies, the veterans are just as bad if not worse. Rookies are kids that need guidance and someone that can get them out of trouble. The veterans? They’re a whole different story. Bail. Keeping them out of the spotlight. Strip clubs. Doesn’t matter how long they’ve been around, most of them get into women trouble. It would be so much easier if they would cut the women from their lives and concentrate on baseball. That’s what I did and it worked out fine.

      Women aren’t worth it. To be fair, there was one woman that I thought was worth everything I had including my budding pitching career. She saved me from myself and my stupid-ass thoughts by leaving me without a word. Most days I’m thankful for it. I’ve always only ever needed a baseball and the game.

      Yet here I am again reading through Twitter at midnight.

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: Coach Hendrix for the sake of the Seals I hope you pull your head out of your ass soon. #stupidcoach

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Raise your hand if you’re a coach that’s trying to lose! #HendrixSucks

        @GotUOnYourKnees: @RickSeno rescued us tonight! #GoSeals

        @GotUOnYourKnees: The jumbotron operator knew better than to walk the bases loaded for the pitcher. They’re called stats and you should get to know them before we play the team. #ThisIsntTiddlyWinks #HendrixSucks

      

      

      It’s always the same fan. I’ve managed to not look for a couple weeks, but tonight it’s a rabbit hole I can’t climb out of.

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: Put Hendrix out of his misery. Fire him and get it over with. Make Captain Seno the coach. #SaviorSeno

        @GotUOnYourKnees: The Scarecrow had more of a brain than this idiot. Get him some ruby slippers, off to Kansas with him. #FireHendrix

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Why do you keep leaving the starting pitcher in when they are obviously done for the game? Coach is a fucking fool. Was he really a pitcher? No wonder he’s coaching.

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Those that can’t play coach. #CoachHendrix

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Stop messing with the batting order! It’s not broke so don’t fix it! #LetItBe

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Go Mason! Knock it out! #GoSeals

        @GotUOnYourKnees: You suck ump! Where’s the coach? He was safe! #NoReview #WeakCoach

        @GotUOnYourKnees: He’s hurt. Why’s he still in the game? Get him off his ankle! #PayAttention #CoachDontCare

      

      

      This fan is relentless. I check the comments and they’re all agreeing with her. Not a single one in weeks on my side. They don’t miss a game without telling me what I did wrong. Who is this person? I down the last of my third beer and check the profile. It’s a woman. I thought @GotUOnYourKnees was their way of saying they were beating me down, but the profile says her name is Layla. The way many of the fans agree with her, shit they use #LaylaKnows #CoachLayla. Not a single one of them defending me or happy about any one of my coaching decisions.

      I’m over this shit. I toss my third empty bottle into the trash and remind myself this shouldn’t be bothering me. Lou Brown was more concerned about selling tires than getting his chance to be a major league coach. Maybe he had it right. It’s just a game. Fuck no, it’s more than the game. The strategy and skill of playing the best players for each game, while not taking any shit from them, and winning? It’s not as easy as it sounds.

      I click create a new account and chuckle as I type in the name Lou Brown. He’s indifferent and in charge with character, not to mention a coach—even if he was of the fictional variety. Twitter suggests @LouBrown with about a dozen numbers after it, that’s not me. I don’t want to simply be Lou Brown either. I’m using the name as a nod to the Major League character and I need to be just like any other baseball fan on Twitter. Fan. Hmmm… I try @LouBrownFan and get lucky on my first try. It asks for a bio and all I can think is tires. I look up quotes from the movie and choose the one that’s most appropriate, any real baseball fan will get it.

      Time to get to business. I stop in my tracks and think before I type. I don’t want anyone to know who I am. I can’t come off like I love the coach. Gotta start generic.

      
        
        @LouBrownFan: Great game tonight! #GoSeals #SanDiegoBaseball

        @GotUOnYourKnees: The team was awesome tonight despite the horrible coaching. #HendrixSucks

        @LouBrownFan: We won! Coaching was part of that. #takethewin

        @GotUOnYourKnees: We won thanks to Seno saving us from the idiot coach. #SaviorSeno

        @LouBrownFan: It’s a team game and the coach is in charge. #noIinteam

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Do you like losing? #FireHendrix

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Coach wants to give everyone a trophy for participating—win or lose. #forgetpostseason #pansies

        @LouBrownFan: There’s strategy involved. More to it than we see as fans. #teamsport #supportthecoach

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Our coach doesn’t know how to strategize to save his life!

        @GotUOnYourKnees: None of it matters if we LOSE!

      

      

      Her last message couldn’t be more true, but…

      
        
        @LouBrownFan: There’s 162 games each season. No team wins them all. Coach Hendrix keeps us above .500. That’s a winning season. #facts

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Facts? .500 may be a winning season overall for the team, but it doesn’t get us to the postseason. #goals #worldseries #champions #FuckHendrix #pullyourheadout #stopdrinkingthekoolaid
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      Who the fuck is this guy? Maybe he’s new, or a kid. That makes sense. I click his name and go check his profile to find the name Lou Brown and his bio says: “I got a guy on the other line asking about some white walls.”~~Lou Brown from the movie Major League. Okay, he’s got a sense of humor and he’s a baseball fan. Maybe he just needs guidance. He only has a few followers and he’s new to Twitter. I’ll follow him and see what happens. Before I could get back to the thread, he’d already followed me back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Some days I work and others, I only pretend to work. I spend most days on the phone and responding to email helping people with their business problems. I work out in the field and travel for work, but I only travel in the off season and rarely work outside of my home more than one day a week. I have priorities and baseball is near the top of my list. I’m a consultant of sorts. People hire me to call and/or visit their business and report back with my findings. From there I offer a plan for fixing deficiencies and implementing the necessary changes. What I’d do for the chance to have the San Diego Seals as a client. It would be a dream come true. I’ve already done all of the research. A smile graces my lips as I daydream about the suggestion to fire Coach Hendrix and the many bullet points supporting it. And, adding a position for a dugout mom because who are we kidding? Some of these guys are still kids and even the ones who are grown men need someone to baby them and tell them what to do. I want that job!

      Today is one of those not really working days. It’s a double header game day. I might spend the couple hours between the games returning calls and emails, but why pretend? I’ll be at the bar with the rest of my section and in no shape to be talking with clients.

      First things first, coffee and my fantasy league team. My team is comprised of guys I’ve watched play. Most of them are Seals or used to be Seals, and with the early game today the first lineup should be out. Fucking Coach! The lineup is out for both games. The morning game has a rookie starting pitcher making his major league debut and the late afternoon game is mostly our second string backing up our ace. Switch those around and we might’ve won one. Play our starters for both games and we could win both. But the uncertainty of the newb pitching and two games in one day—screwed by Hendrix again. I love my guys, but how am I supposed to get fantasy league points if they aren’t playing!

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: There went my fantasy team for the day. Screwed by Hendrix again. #thankscoach

      

      

      It’s still a doubleheader day and there’s nothing like a full day of baseball. I place my baseball cap on my head and pull my long hair through the hole in back. I head out to walk to the game in my cuffed denim shorts and San Diego Seals tank top, with my hoodie tied around my waist. It’s a 30-minute walk that’s mostly downhill for me to get to the stadium, perfect on a gorgeous day with the sun shining like it is today. The breeze is refreshing as I get closer to my destination and the bay. The smell of the hot dogs, popcorn, and barbecue reach my nose, suddenly I’m craving some salty butter-coated popcorn. It’s too early for that. The charge fanfare plays on the organ, resonating through the stadium and surrounding downtown area. The gates are open and it’s 90 minutes until game time. Usually, if I’m this early to the game I’m meeting my section mates in the upper deck club for happy hour. But today is different. It’s a long day in the sun and it’s too early to start drinking. Okay, we had a debate about this. It’s always 5 o’clock somewhere, but we settled on meeting for breakfast and hitting the bar in between games. I’d never make it through both games if I started drinking now. Somebody would have to take me home, and tonight one of my buddies will drop me off so I don’t have to fall up the hill. They are good for it.

      Anyway, breakfast is with a couple of the older guys in my section. Everybody doesn’t have the freedom to spend a whole weekday at the game. Most of us have to work to pay for our play. I do, and I push myself extra during the offseason to keep my baseball season free. Yes, the answer to the question, “What’s your favorite season?” is Baseball Season. I get to the coffee shop to find Jerry, the guy that likes to communicate with me by yelling from the end of my row, already seated with coffee in hand and the sports section open to baseball.

      He smiles as I approach, “I love it when I get to have a date with a beautiful younger woman.” His grin widens, “And, there are none more vibrant than you.” He motions for me to take a seat, “Andy’s running a few minutes late.”

      “Well, good morning to you too handsome,” I pat him on the back and take the seat.

      “Did you see the lineups?” He asks apprehensively. He doesn’t Twitter. He says he’s too old for that shit.

      “Yes, and I’ve already expressed my disdain for that fool on Twitter. What is he thinking? We can take these guys, both games. If only he’d play the right lineup,” shaking my head.

      “If only. You’d think he’d make sure we won at least one of the games. Again it takes me back to the fact that he obviously has different goals than the fans and winning isn’t one of them,” his words are filled with irritation as he nods for emphasis.

      Our waitress walks up, “You still waiting on someone?”

      “Yes, but I’m ordering for him.”

      I glare at Jerry wondering if he’s going to fuck with Andy as punishment for being late.

      “Alrighty then, what’ll you have?” The older woman looks at me and apparently it’s ladies first.

      “Pancakes with hash browns and bacon, please,” I smile with my response.

      “You got it. Coffee or anything to drink?”

      “I already had my coffee for the day, I’ll stick with ice water.”

      She turns to Jerry and he orders, “Breakfast Platter, Jack Cheese on the eggs please and keep the coffee coming.” He stops and I catch the glint in his eyes, “The third in our party is almost here, he wants a breakfast burrito with extra onions and jalapeños. Can you make sure those are chopped up real fine? He likes the flavor not the crunch. Oh, and a side of biscuits with country gravy.”

      She doesn’t even flinch, “You got it. I’ll be back in a jif with place settings.”

      I focus on Jerry, “Is that what Andy ordered?”

      “I don’t remember what he ordered. He’s an old guy like me and he should know better than to tell me to order for him and rattle off some crazy shit at me,” he chuckles.

      I tell Jerry how fucked up my fantasy team is with the lineups today and he empathizes with me about how it’s everything, not just my fantasy team. We talk baseball and discuss if we have any chance at the postseason left until our food arrives.

      Andy walks up just as the plates are set on the table. “Good morning, sweetie,” he addresses me adoringly. “Hey, crabapple, that doesn’t look like a waffle.”

      “You said you wanted a burrito. Are you so senile that you can’t remember what you want?” Jerry retorts.

      “I asked for a waffle,” he sneers.

      “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would you want jalapeños and onions on a waffle?”

      “I don’t.”

      “I’m sure you said something about jalapeños and onions,” feigning reality whether he knows it or not.

      Andy sits down next to me and slides his plate across the table.

      Jerry stares at him bright-eyed, “Hey now, you keep your hands off my girl.”

      Andy nods, refusing to play into his taunt.

      The baseball conversation continues through breakfast and I admit I have a hard time keeping up with part of it. My baseball history simply doesn’t go back as far as theirs. They remember games from three decades ago like they were yesterday and reminisce about unbelievable plays made by players that I’ve never heard of.

      The stadium is more than half empty for the first game. Early games on weekdays are simply not viable for most, especially the games like today that are super early to accommodate the doubleheader. I sit with Andy and Jerry for the game. It’s interesting to hear their take on things. I agree with everything they say and make notes in my phone on a couple things I want to research later. These guys are a baseball rule book, encyclopedia, dictionary, and historical reference guide all rolled up together.

      The game was short. We lost. The rookie starter was pulled in the second inning, so now our bullpen is spent on top of everything else and we still have another game to play today. They scored 4 on us in the first and another 3 before the end of the game. We scored twice and struck out thirteen times.

      After the dismal morning display, an adult beverage is required. We have three hours until the next game and wander over to the pub. Andy and Jerry get into a deep conversation about the use of the designated hitter that turns into grass versus astroturf and opinions on domes versus open fields, eventually rounding itself all the way back to how they connect together—or at least the opinion Jerry is holding in the debate to irritate Andy. I’m still fuming at the coach for turning my should be wonderful and fantastic full day of baseball to shit.

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: Thank you for ruining my baseball day. #HendrixSucks

        @GotUOnYourKnees: This coach makes me drink. #PayMyTab

        @GotUOnYourKnees: #SealsFamily Who do you think Hendrix brings in to pitch the later innings? Bull pen is already spent. Ace better be conservative. We still have Super D. #SuperDForTheWin

      

      

      I immediately get responses suggesting that the coach will probably have a position player pitch. Martin did pitch some in high school, though I find the suggestions of Lucky Lucine and Chase comical. Chase on the mound is something that I hope I never see.

      “What’s got your attention?” Jerry interrupts my train of thought again.

      I turn quickly to look at him and almost fall off my barstool. “Who do you think Hendrix has pitching in relief this afternoon?”

      Jerry and Andy both stare at me and start to laugh, “You should eat something and balance out your liquid lunch.”

      I stop and wonder how many I’ve had. I try to count, but honestly have no clue. We’ve only been at the bar for forty-five minutes. “Who’s dropping me off tonight?”

      “I got you,” Andy answers quickly and glares at Jerry. “I wouldn’t risk your life riding with that crabapple.”

      Jerry rolls his eyes so hard I’m afraid they might pop out and roll down the bar, “What are you ordering?”

      “Popcorn and a beer when we get back to the stadium,” still wanting the salted, greasy goodness I can only get at the game.

      They both glare in my direction and raise a hand to get the bartender’s attention. “What can I get you?”

      Andy starts, “She’ll have some tater tots.”

      Jerry continues, “Topped with carnitas.”

      They turn and look at each other, asking “What’s the sauce she likes?’ at the same time.

      “You owe me a coke,” Jerry retorts quickly.

      The hot bartender chimes in, “This one always orders the Carolina Gold Sauce.” I’m surprised that he remembers and make a mental note, scratch that—I add a reminder to my phone to visit here more often. I need to know more about this bartender and can’t risk forgetting in my intoxicated state.

      “Yes, extra Carolina Gold Sauce on the side please,” Andy requests.

      Hottie bartender smiles at me and places a tall glass of ice water in front of me, “Drink this, tots are coming.”

      Yep, I’ll be back here tomorrow. My elbows are on the bar with my face resting in my hands as I check him out. Better than average muscular biceps hanging out of his ripped-up T-Shirt. A tattoo of a bat the length of his forearm. To die for grey-blue eyes with a special glint shining there that tells you he’s not just another pretty face. He qualifies to be added to the possible conquest list. That’s all I’m up for, so it should at least be worth it.
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            Coach Hendrix

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate doubleheader days. Two games in one day is grueling, it wears on the team physically and mentally. They can take days to completely recover from. The first game went to shit quick. The second game hasn’t started yet and there’s already someone yelling Hendrix sucks. It’s going to be a long afternoon if we don’t start strong.

      The stadium isn’t half full yet and a female voice continues to yell, “Pull your head out coach!”

      Next thing I know she’s joined by more and they are yelling together, “Fire Hendrix.” Then, “We want Seno!”

      Timely as always, Seno steps into the dugout with a big grin on his face and shrugs his shoulders as he gets ready to catch his second game of the day. The same group of fans erupts with cheers. In the eyes of the fans our catcher and team captain can do no wrong. I admit he’s one of the best guys I’ve had the chance to coach, but even he crosses the line sometimes. I thought I was going to lose the best catcher in the league when he knocked out the opposing first baseman. I’m not saying the guy didn’t deserve it, but that needs to be handled off the field—and, of course, it was all about a woman. It always is.

      The warm sun and the long day have me trying to relax and observe from the dugout while my team prepares for the game. They already have my lineup and plan for the afternoon. I’d just like to tune out the woman who is after my head and her band of supporters. I close my eyes as the next taunt comes from the stands “Don’t lose this one, Hendrix!” and it’s followed by just the female voice again “And thanks for screwing up my fantasy team today.” All I can see is memories of my teenage dream girl sitting under the big tree in her front yard with her nose in a book. She’s the one. Well, I thought she was the one and in a way, I guess she was. She taught me that it doesn’t matter who they are—women aren’t worth it. I’d never felt like they were until I ran into her at the pub. It had been years since I’d seen her. We didn’t even know each other’s name. Then there she was. I was stupid. I thought it was fate, kismet or something that we would cross paths again. The sex, our connection, it was all amazing. For that one night I believed we belonged together. Sometimes I wonder if we did. I still don’t know what happened. I took my gear down to the bus and she was gone when I got back with coffee. It was as simple as that. I wanted her. I was ready to give her everything. Stupid. Yep, I was an idiot kid. I’ve made peace with it over the time that’s passed—has it really been twenty years? Yet times like now she still manages to creep into my soul. I try not to think of her in any way other than the woman who saved me from myself, but there’s never been another woman who compared to her. The hard part is when the memories of that night reach into my brain and make me think of what could’ve been. A lot can happen in twenty years. I was ready to marry her. We would’ve had a family, a nice house with a pool and room to entertain. The team and their families would’ve come over all the time and she would’ve been there for me through my pitching years—injuries and all. I know it’s the truth. She was real and her heart was true. But maybe that’s only in my head or, I suppose there’s a slight chance that she didn’t want to be in the way or hold me back on my baseball journey, or maybe she wasn’t interested in being part of it. Questions that will never be answered. I need to stop wasting my time on things like that, but I can’t keep the thoughts from creeping in on bad days when I wish she was here with me. I have visions of how beautiful she was that night, her fiery attitude, and how she gave herself to me completely. Nobody like her.

      “Skip! I’m talking to you,” Seno says as he stands in front of me tapping his foot in his full catching gear.

      “Yep. What?”

      “The umpire at home plate is already being a dick. I thought you should know. He’s talking about how he doesn’t care if he’s our ace, he’s not going to get any calls. I don’t expect any favors from the ump, we don’t need any with Grace on the mound. Just a heads up,” he turned and ran to his position, ready to start the game.

      Just what I needed, an extra complication on a shitty day… and it started with the first pitch. Strike on the outside corner—ump called it a ball. Strike on the inside—ump called it a ball. I watched and waited through the first inning. As long as he calls the pitches consistently I’m okay with it. But he doesn’t. The other team was getting the calls and then some. The crowd was mad before the end of the first inning. The opposing pitcher was throwing balls so far off the plate that they could be in another zip code and getting the strike call. Days like this I wish we could ask for a review on the balls and strikes, but that’s not allowed and complaining is a great way to get thrown out of the game. Seno is already rocking in his stance, irritated to no end with eight innings to go. It’s a bad sign. Double header and a fucked-up umpire, Seno has been known to change the plan and go old school. Somebody is going to get hit by a pitch and it’s not going to be an accident, but it will look like one. Good news is the fans that have been yelling at me all afternoon are now focused on the umpire. Bad news is that’s going to change when I pull Seno before the next inning to avoid a fight.
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s 1am. I just woke up buzzed and still wearing my baseball cap. I don’t remember the end of the game or the ride home. I do remember the game was shit. In fact the whole day was shit, except for hanging with the old guys—I love them. They remind me of the grumpy old men Muppets, but more fun and with baseball knowledge. Then again who’s to say that Statler and Waldorf don’t know baseball? Last thing I remember about the game was we were losing horribly and the fucking coach pulled Seno in the third inning. The home plate umpire needs to be shot, or at the least offered a stronger prescription for his eyeglasses. The worst part? The stupid coach didn’t do a damn thing about it, at least not while I was coherent.

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: #ThisCoachMakesMeDrink

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Tell me why Hendrix pulled Seno #TooDrunk

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Did coach stand up for the team one time during that slaughter? #WeakAssCoach

        @GotUOnYourKnees: Dear Coach Hendrix, Please tell me why you refuse to defend the team and stand up to the umpire. I don’t get it. It’s your job. Are you trying to get fired? #HendrixNeedsHelp

      

      

      It’s late and I don’t need another drink, but I’m opening a bottle of wine anyway and going to sit down with Twitter. When it starts…

      
        
        @LouBrownFan: In the postgame recap Hendrix said he pulled Seno because he was trying to avoid a brawl and he didn’t want him wiped out from catching 2 whole games. Seno was over the calls from the umpire and ready to make it right, had already deviated from the game plan.

        @LouBrownFan: Coach was tossed in the 7th inning for arguing with the umpire.

      

      

      I’m going to have to find video footage to believe this, it doesn’t sound like Coach Hendrix.

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: @LouBrownFan Are you sure you were watching the Seals game?

      

      

      I turn on my Best of Janis Joplin on shuffle and settle in for a conversation as “Cry Baby Cry,” streams from my speakers. One song can do so much to my heart and attitude, but when it’s followed by “Piece of My Heart,” it’s not what I was up for in the wee hours this morning. I was ready for “Me and Bobby McGee,” “Mercedes Benz,” and maybe some blues—but this? This wasn’t my plan. My irritation at the game and the coach drips away as the tears begin to stream down my face.

      
        
        @LouBrownFan: I was at the game.

        @LouBrownFan: Not sure you were.

        @GotUOnYourKnees: I was there… physically.

        @LouBrownFan: We lost, but it was a good game considering the damn umpire.

        @LouBrownFan: We’ll beat those guys tomorrow. #GoSeals

        @LouBrownFan: @GotUOnYourKnees?

      

      

      I love baseball, but sometimes it’s not enough to keep me fulfilled. My friends, my social media fun, the players, the stats, the strategy—all of it makes me happy, part of something. The tears I’ve cried over men and my relationship embargo is fine, it’s what I want. I’m tired of the bullshit. Tonight I blame Janis. She had to go and remind me of my baseball guy. The one I dreamed about and watched play in high school. I marveled at his pitching, the skill and concentration he had. He was leaps and bounds ahead of everyone else in the league. I wanted him to be my superman, but he suddenly disappeared. Years later I met my sister for dinner at the Storybook Pub and we were seated next to a rather rambunctious group of men—a baseball team who had just won a big game. Now that I think about it, I wonder if the proprietor did it on purpose. It would be just like Kole to think he was helping out somehow in a weird way. I sat there and couldn’t help but listen to the joy in the men’s voices, the satisfaction they had with themselves and especially their pitcher. They acted as though he was king and they couldn’t win without him, while the pitcher was humble and kept insisting it was a team sport. That was another night that I drank too much. The pitcher hit on me and I played not interested, even after I decided it might be my baseball guy. I didn’t know his name then and I still don’t now after we spent the night together. Two things I do know, it was him and he remembered me—his dream girl. He’s part of the problem I’ve had with men my whole life. Yes, he was a one-night stand and that’s simply not me. If I’m being completely honest, he set the bar and nobody has ever come close. I don’t know why he left me there in that hotel room without saying a word after he had spent the whole night telling me how special I was—I swear he loved me and I was ready to return the love unconditionally. I could sense it in his actions and the way his hands glided over my body. He held me with the same care he held a baseball and I can’t remember a time when he didn’t have a baseball in his hand. A baseball was part of him and probably still is, wherever he is.

      A private message comes through on Twitter, pinging me out of my head.

      
        
        Lou Brown: Did I lose you? I’m sure you have an opinion about the loss.

        Layla: It’s been a long day and I’m over it.

        Lou Brown: We lost twice. Definitely not a great day.

        Lou Brown: Did you go to both games? I was there for both.

        Layla: Yes. I have season tickets.

        Lou Brown: Cool. Where do you sit?

        Layla: First baseline.
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            Coach Hendrix

          

        

      

    

    
      She sits on the first baseline and the harassment I get comes from there… and matches her hashtags. Hmmm…

      
        
        Lou Brown: Do you hear the woman that’s always yelling at Hendrix? I bet you two could be good friends.

        Layla: What do you mean?

        Lou Brown: She yells at the game, but also at the coach. She says “Hendrix sucks” all the time.

        Layla: That’s because he sucks all the time.

        Layla: That’s me.

      

      

      Of course it is.

      
        
        Lou Brown: I’ll have to look for you next time I hear it.

        Layla: You can join in.

      

      

      That’s not going to happen, but it proves my cover is good.

      
        
        Lou Brown: I try to stay positive.

        Layla: I’m positive the team would do better without Hendrix.

      

      

      I start to type a response explaining how there’s a lot to being coach and nobody understands the crap I deal with and the stress of the season but stop myself and delete it before I accidentally send it. She believes I’m a fan like her. I need to regroup.

      
        
        Lou Brown: What did the coach do to you?

        Layla: He plays my team wrong

        Lou Brown: How so?

      

      

      This ought to be good.

      
        
        Layla: He doesn’t pay attention to the condition of his players. He keeps playing them when they’re obviously hurt. I swear the team needs a dugout mom.

        Layla: He leaves starting pitchers in the game when everyone in the stadium knows it’s time for him to get pulled.

        Layla: He pulls starting position players from the game too early. I assume he does this to give rookies a chance. My goal is to win the game, not give everyone a trophy for participation.

        Layla: He needs to leave Seno alone and let him do his thing. He’s our captain and always has the team’s best interest at heart. Sometimes I think Hendrix has lost touch with the team.

        Layla: And, his strategy kills me at times. He needs to pay better attention to the stats for the opposing team. Then again, he may not even review opposing stats—it’s simply not reflected in his strategy at all.

        Lou Brown: You’ve really thought about this.

        Layla: Not really. I watch the games and see it all happen.

        Layla: I’m surprised ownership hasn’t canned him.

        Layla: Like the double header for example—Maybe we can’t win both games, at least make sure the lineup is set to win one of them. Win one, lose one keeps us in neutral on the standings.

      

      

      Perspective makes a difference. She’s not in the dugout. She doesn’t see the guys fighting to stay in the game when they are hurt. She doesn’t get flak from the higher ups when certain players don’t get play time. Sometimes they bring them up for a couple days for the purpose of watching them play or simply to find out if they have a chance to make it against big league pitching. I pitched in the majors after spending four years in the farm leagues. My rookie year sucked and they sent me back to the minors a handful of times. It’s a hard road and not everyone makes it. I was a starting pitcher for seven years, then they moved me to relief. I was the eighth inning set up guy for a couple years. It was an experience I’ll never forget, but it didn’t go how I’d planned. I suppose that’s just life. Coaching was never on my list of things to do. When I got the call, I assumed it would be for a pitching coach position and I was okay with that. I’d never expected to be managing in the majors, not in my wildest dreams. Yet here I am managing my ninth season.

      
        
        Lou Brown: 162 games—we don’t get to win all of them.

        Lou Brown: Have you always been a Seals fan?

        Layla: Since I moved to San Diego about 10 years ago. How about you?

        Lou Brown: Same. Since I moved here, but not quite 10 years.

        Lou Brown: Who’s your favorite player?

        Layla: That’s like asking me to pick my favorite child!

        Lou Brown: LOL. How many kids do you have?

        Layla: None.

        Layla: I’m done tonight.

        Layla: Bye.

        Lou Brown: Wait!

        Lou Brown: Did I say something wrong?

        Layla: Not your fault. Having a bad night.

        Lou Brown: I’m a good listener.

        Layla: You didn’t sign up to chat with a drunk girl about her personal issues.

      

      

      It’s better than having her yell at me and berate my coaching skills.

      
        
        Lou Brown: I wouldn’t offer if I didn’t mean it.

        Lou Brown: I’m guessing it’s more than you are mad at the coach

        Lou Brown: I don’t understand man troubles well, but I am one so I can give you a perspective.

        Layla: No kids. No man.

        Lou Brown: ?

        Layla: That’s the problem. No kids. No man.

        Lou Brown: So fix it. Get what you want. You seem like a determined person. What’s stopping you?

        Layla: Men suck. I’m bound to a self-inflicted no relationship embargo.

        Lou Brown: That bad?

      

      

      Geez… maybe she’s just a man hater.

      
        
        Layla: Every single one of them has been a loser, mooch, cheater, married, liar, couldn’t keep a job, was only using me, or mix and match about any combination of those flaws.

        Lou Brown: You’ve never been with a man who treated you right?

        Layla: Yes, but no.

        Lou Brown: What does that mean?

        Layla: There was one man in my life who all of the rest are compared to and never come close.

        Lou Brown: What happened to him?

        Layla: I don’t want to talk about it.

        Lou Brown: Why not?

        Layla: It’s embarrassing.

        Lou Brown: Worse than chatting with a guy you don’t know and drinking at 2am?

        Layla: Yes

        Lou Brown: Now I have to know.

        Layla: <sigh>

        Lou Brown: It can’t be that bad. We all do stupid shit.

      

      

      Like create fake Twitter accounts.

      
        
        Lou Brown: Start with something easy, what’s his name?

        Layla: Not easy. I don’t know his name.

      

      

      How do you not know the name of the one man you compare all the others to?

      
        
        Lou Brown: Okay, now I’m intrigued. How’d you meet him?

        Layla: Can you ask an easier question? I watched him pitch when I was a teenager and he moved away before I got the nerve to talk to him. Then I bumped into him at the pub about twenty years ago and he was more than I imagined he could be. When I woke up in his hotel room he was gone without a trace. My one and only one-night stand. I still don’t know his name.

      

      

      It’s her! It can’t be her. Can it?

      
        
        Lou Brown: Wow. I’m sorry. Where did this happen?

        Layla: He was at my local pub with his whole team after a big win.

      

      

      I’m suddenly covered in goosebumps.

      How the fuck did my dream girl end up being the fan that hates me?
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know how late I was up last night, but I have the hangover from hell and Janis is still playing on repeat—I’m sure my neighbor loves that. It’s not the first time I’ve woken up in my comfy chair. My baseball cap is cockeyed on my head and an empty wine bottle has rolled halfway across the floor. Apparently I didn’t bother to get a wine glass. I try to see the clock across the room without letting any of the bright light reach my throbbing head, it’s already 2pm. My chair buzzes and I reach down into it to find my phone.

      Voicemail from Jerry: “Hello Layla this is Jerry. Just calling to make sure you got home safe last night. You were pretty wasted. Let me know if you’d like me to pick you up for the game tonight. I bet you’re hungover. Let me know if you need anything. See you tonight. Bye.”

      
        
        Lou Brown: Good morning. It was nice chatting with you last night. I’m at work today, but you’re welcome to message me any time.

      

      

      What did I do last night? I start to go back and read my Twitter messages, but I’m already on my way to vomiting my guts up after just reading the short message. I grab a bottle of water, aspirin, and my stock pot on my way to my bedroom. I quickly close my blackout drapes and put my phone face down, so I don’t have to see the light. Stripping everything from yesterday off of me except my Seals tank top and tying my hair up into a high knot, I crawl into my bed and pull the blankets up over my head.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I woke up the game had already started and I couldn’t watch the TV, so I turned on the radio play by play to listen and spent some time cooking. It’s kind of my thing I do when I’m hungover or recovering from an illness or just want to wallow in my own misery. Typically I make a large pot of stew or soup, but I’m limited to what I have on hand. Can of corn, can of black beans, can of pinto beans, can of stewed tomatoes, can of enchilada sauce, carton of chicken stock, half of an onion, four stalks celery… I scavenge my refrigerator and pantry to find leftover rice and add that as well. It’s like chicken taco soup but without the chicken. It’ll do. I stir it all together and let it simmer. If nothing else my apartment smells good. I dish up a big bowl, adding some tortilla chips and cheese on top, and get comfy in my chair.

      I watch or listen to all of the away games. It’s a nice change sometimes. The TV announcers are entertaining with their quips and cliches, and how excited the old guy gets over great plays. Don’t get me wrong, I get excited too. It’s just that the announcer gets this intensity to his voice that builds and builds as the play gets better or the ball gets farther out of the stadium—feels like part of baseball to me. The radio broadcasters are more to the point telling you what’s happening every step of the way, there’s a reason it’s called play by play. Radio did come first. It’s a comforting scenario for me and I’m in much better condition than I was when I woke up this afternoon.

      
        
        Layla: OMG so hungover I didn’t make it to the game.

        Layla: Yell at the coach for me.

      

      

      No response. Lou is probably at the game along with everybody else.

      I enjoy the rest of my evening listening to the game and yelling at my radio. My head finally not throbbing, I take a few minutes to catch up on my email. I have an invite to a pre-game signing party! I love those! The players are always a surprise and it’s always fun.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’ve been up late every night this week chatting with Lou. He knows his baseball and we don’t always agree. He’s too positive when it comes to Coach Hendrix. I think it’s a respect thing, like respecting your elders. Maybe the coach is somehow an authority figure. I’m not sure. He goes to all the Seals games and has the ability to hold an intelligent conversation. I know nothing else about him other than he is in his 40s and single. No, this is not a hook-up. Remember my relationship embargo? I’m sticking to it. I’m a traditionalist when it comes to men, no online dating for me. I want to meet them in an organic way and find attraction. Or I should say that’s how I use to meet men when I was allowing things like that in my life. Now it’s more about which hottie is going to satisfy me, but I’m still not comfortable with the whole one-night stand thing so it doesn’t get very far. He hasn’t said anything that would lead down a romantic path. He hasn’t asked me out to coffee or tried to meet me at a game. Not one single “What are you wearing?” comments or request for a photo. It’s refreshing and as much as I don’t want to admit it, I wish he would do one of those things. Coffee might be nice, or maybe a stop by my seat at the game to say hi. It would be nice to put a face to the chat, but I don’t think it matters. For some reason I’m attracted and it doesn’t matter what he looks like. His innate baseball and intelligence does it for me. Silly right? He’s an actual male adult. I didn’t think they existed. Add the fact that he can keep up with the conversation and never has any typos. I like him. I shouldn’t, but I do. This is how the trouble starts. I do things like consider ending the embargo and justify it to myself by thinking I’m only ending the embargo for this one guy. He’s special. He’s the exception to the rule. What if he’s the one? And there it is. The one. I’ll regret it if I don’t take the chance. What’s really at risk? My heart? My sanity? One more bad guy might make me go to bat for the other team? The reduction in my bank account when I discover he’s a mooch? I can deal with all of it. There’s no way he compares to my baseball guy. Taking the risk is a definite recipe for heartbreak. You know the worst part? My heart won’t break over Lou or whoever the guy is. Nope, it goes back to the baseball guy every time and I spend weeks wondering why he left me there in his hotel room. I’ve done this routine so many times. I know better. I’ll do it again anyway. Maybe I won’t since he hasn’t expressed any interest. Shit. That might be worse. I like a guy that I haven’t met in person and don’t know what he looks like, that theoretically could be a woman for all I know, that is only interested in me for baseball conversation.

      Never mind. Forget all of that. I’m going to the pre-game party tonight. My twitter goes off and Lou sends me a photo of the field during batting practice.

      
        
        Layla: Nice view

        Lou Brown: Thought you’d like it.

        Layla: Where did you take it from? Are you on the field?

      

      

      That photo has to be from the field. It’s clear and doesn’t appear to be zoomed. I can see the blades of grass and chalk dust!

      
        
        Lou Brown: I’m not on the field.

        Layla: Well, what then?

        Lou Brown: By the dugout for batting practice.

        Layla: I need to do that!

      

      

      He was gone as quick as he’d sent the photo.

      I bought a few baseballs so I’m ready for the autograph session. I keep checking my email though I don’t know why. The team never announces who is signing ahead of time. I wonder if they know. The ticket representatives could set these events up and then just go to the club house that day and grab available players. Actually, that makes sense because it’s never players that are on the lineup for the day. I search today’s lineup in hopes that one of my favorites is sitting out today, though I don’t want that to be the case for purposes of my fantasy league team. The lineup looks normal, so who knows. I’m betting it’s pitchers. I’m good with that. Nothing like a dominating pitcher.
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            Coach Hendrix

          

        

      

    

    
      What was I thinking sending her a photo from the dugout? I wasn’t. Fuck. I can’t stop thinking about her. I’ve left Seno in as catcher when I wanted to pull him because I know she’d want him to keep playing. I want to seek her out, hold her, kiss her. It’s all I can do to stop myself. I know who she is, but she doesn’t know who I am and it doesn’t matter how much impact I’ve had on her life—I’m the coach she hates. Besides the fact that we’ve been chatting for days now and I’m pretending to be someone I’m not. I haven’t lied to her. She obviously knows Lou Brown isn’t my real name. Can I find her and leave out the Lou Brown stuff? Shit! The impact I’ve had on her life isn’t a good one. She’s alone and doesn’t have any children because of me, and our conversations have revealed how much those two things hurt her. I remember it like it was yesterday. She’s amazing. I’ve got the same problem as her—nobody will ever compare to Layla. But I don’t know how it’s my fault. She was gone when I got back to the room. I didn’t leave her there. I dropped off my gear and bought us coffee. I couldn’t have been gone 20 minutes. I’m missing the same things she is. We don’t need to be alone. We could be together. How do I fix this? If I come clean she already hates me and will hate me more for lying to her. If I eliminate Lou, I lose all contact. There’s got to be an answer.

      “Who’s up for the member autograph session today?” The marketing manager pops in looking for volunteers. “We’ve got about 50 members confirmed to be here in about 45 minutes.”

      Sometimes answers come looking for you, “Me. I’m in today.” I need to be a good example for the team anyway and Layla will be here. She’s been excited about it all week.

      “Thanks for stepping up, Colt. Who else?”

      “No problem. Let’s make it all pitchers. I want a starting pitcher, relief pitcher, and a rookie. Who’s in? It’s good publicity and you need to appreciate the fans, especially the season ticket holders.”

      “We’ve only got room for three, but we can keep it all pitchers.”

      Closer Doug “Super D” Houck raises a hand, “I’m in. Good day for it since I’m not available to pitch today.”

      A whistle from the other side of the club house with a nod from Rhett Clay agreeing to do his part as well.

      I smile, “Thanks for doing your part guys.”

      “I like the ‘all pitchers’ idea. You were a pitcher too, Skip,” Rhett appreciates the coach doing his part.

      “I don’t need any of you there. I can carry it,” Houck says with attitude and laughs.

      “I’m off to get you all set up for the signing. Thanks for making this easy on me,” the marketing manager says as he turns and walks out the door. On an afterthought he calls back over his shoulder, “I’ll be back to escort you to the location two hours before the game starts.”

      This ought to be interesting. I get to see her up close. I’ll know her when I see her. I wonder if she still smells the same. I’m sure we both have changed in appearance, I’ve got gray around the edges that I didn’t have in my twenties. Being in your forties changes you—inside and out.
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      I pack a game bag with extra baseballs for the autograph session and check my Seals attire. I make sure my hair looks good in case I can get a photo with the players, though I don’t know why since I’ll have my baseball cap on before I get out the door.

      I have a skip to my step as I walk up to the stadium gates. Other season ticket members and a few ticket reps are standing in a crowd. I find my rep and check in.

      After a few minutes they lead us to the member bar where they already have tables and chairs set up with a canopy over them for the players to sign. Each member is given a drink ticket for the bar and a bag with a hot dog and popcorn. Many go straight for the bar. I’m more interested in the autographs. I’ve got a collection of about a hundred autographed balls. A small fortune with the cost of official major league balls. Some are authenticated and others have many signatures on one ball. I’ve got them all in cases and labeled with the player’s name. I used to keep them stacked on my dresser, but then it became stacks on every flat service I have. Now I have a shelf that goes around my living room about a foot down from the ceiling and I love that I can always see them all. Plus, I have room to stack them three tall and don’t think for a minute that I won’t need that space. Some of them are worth big money, but that’s not what I collect them for—they’re for me and I was there to get each of those autographs personally.

      I get in line for my autographs and talk baseball with the other fans. It’s always fun to make new friends at the stadium. After a few minutes there’s a commotion at the end of the line and the players are on their way in one at a time. Super D walks in getting cheers from the line. A real treat and opportunity, I don’t have his signature yet and he rarely signs. He waves to everyone and finds his seat at the table. The buzz starts again, this time starting pitcher Rhett Clay walks in smiling at the fans and shaking hands on his way to his spot at the table. The two of them chit chat and tap pens on the table while they wait for the third to join them. There’s a rustling and some grumbles. Someone boos. I turn to see Coach Colt Hendrix walking the line with confidence. I shake my head and observe as he takes the third seat.

      The ticket rep steps up and gives instructions, “Seals fans! We are so happy to have you join us for this pre-game event. With this large turnout we need to keep the line moving because we have limited time before the game starts. Please keep your time with Houck, Clay, and Hendrix under thirty seconds each, and please no photos with them due to the time constraints. Enjoy your pre-game party. Go Seals!”

      I can’t help but glare at Coach Hendrix. Who wants his autograph? I’m not going to waste one of my baseballs on him.

      It’s almost my turn and I’m bouncing in my shoes.

      I walk up to Clay, “Sign my baseball in the sweet spot please.”

      He signs my ball and smiles at me with bright eyes, “Thank you for being a Seals fan, ma’am.”

      Ma’am? I sigh in derision.

      Next is Super D and I hand him a ball as I ramble at him, “You are one of my favorites and I don’t have your autograph yet! I have almost all the Seals pitchers from the last ten years. Each get their own ball.”

      Houck looks up at me with his wide toothy smile, “I’m honored to be part of it. You must have some collection.”

      I about faint at the sound of his voice and do my best to maintain, “I do. It might be complete now that I have yours.” I giggle like a teenage schoolgirl meeting her rockstar heart throb.

      Then there’s him. Coach Colt Hendrix. I’ve been watching the camaraderie he has with the other pitchers. He was a pitcher. He doesn’t act like he’s in charge or the boss and Super D seems to approve of him. Maybe I should reconsider my opinion. It might be rude to not have him sign when I’ve had the others sign. I step in front of him and I can’t help myself.

      “You’re not a player. I’m not sure you’re a coach. You’re a waste of space. I don’t know how you still have this job. Every game we lose is your fault. You have no strategy. You have no sense of the players on this team and don’t have a clue how to play them. I don’t think you watch footage for opposing teams nor check their stats. Some of the calls you make are simply ludicrous. You don’t know when to pull a pitcher and when to leave him in. Stop messing with the lineup. Don’t pull the first-string guys too early. Fans want to win. If winning means the rookies sit out, then they sit out. You rarely defend the team and these guys deserve a coach that will stand up for them. Honestly, I don’t know how these players can stand to sit next to you or how any of them can possibly respect you as their coach.” I stand there staring at him with fire in my eyes.

      He suddenly stands up staring back at me with heat in his eyes, surprising me when he reaches over the table and grabs me. One hand tight on each of my upper arms, he leans in and kisses me like he needs me to breathe. Can it really be him? South Paw? Is Colt where Pony Boy came from? I pull away and gaze into his eyes, he doesn’t release me.

      “Layla…” he softens, “remember me?” His eyes are watery with concern and emotion.

      My baseball guy. It’s my South Paw. How can this be? He’s been right here this whole time and I didn’t know it. I’ve been yelling at him and hating him for years. He kisses me again, tenderly. I can’t help but melt into him and returning is kiss is a pleasure. This man showed me everything in one night. That’s when it hits me, “Jerk!” I try to pull away and he won’t let go.

      “I’m not letting you get away that easy this time,” he says in a commanding voice.

      “What do you mean ‘You’re not going to let me get away that easy?’ You left me in your hotel room! I’m not a one-night stand! How dare you treat me like that? You don’t deserve to be in my presence!” I manage to pull free from his grasp as mad tears run down my face. I turn quickly so he can’t see what he’s done to me and walk away. He doesn’t deserve to know the effect he has on me.

      He yells after me, “What do you mean one-night stand? You left me!”

      I’m not going back. I yell back at him, “Learn to coach!” Walking to my seat I’m distraught and find a bathroom stall to gather myself. I don’t want to explain my appearance to my section. I’ve got to get it together. But the tears keep streaming. I can’t be here. I leave the stadium quickly and walk home where I can be alone and cry.
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            Colt

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d hoped for a better response, but I knew it could go bad. I should’ve run after her or done something. Kissing her was something out of my dreams. I didn’t think it was really how I remembered it, but it was all of my memories and more. I lost myself in the moment, full of disbelief that it’s her. My dream girl. My Layla. Together we can be happy.

      Except she’s gone again and hates me.

      I have to figure this out and I have a game to coach before I can go find her. Maybe that’s a good thing. Give her some time to cool off and digest it all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’ve been waiting impatiently. I don’t think I’ve ever gotten out of the club house that quickly after a game in my whole baseball career. She’s all I can think about and I need to get this fixed. No games. I need to come clean. She needs to know my heart.

      
        
        Lou Brown: I made this Twitter account so I could diffuse the woman who hates me. She yells at me during the games and criticizes me all over social media.

        Lou Brown: I didn’t know it was you.

        Lou Brown: When I discovered it might be you, I didn’t know what to do.

        Lou Brown: You hate me—at least as a coach

        Lou Brown: There’s never been anyone else.

        Lou Brown: You’ve always been my dream girl. You still are.

        Layla: Fuck off.

        Lou Brown: No. I’m not going anywhere.

        Lou Brown: I’m not losing you again.

        Lou Brown: I never understood why you left that day. I took my bags down to the bus and you were gone when I got back.

        Lou Brown: I didn’t know where to find you.

        Lou Brown: I figured you knew best and let it go. I went back to no women. There’s been none since you.

        Lou Brown: Layla?

        Lou Brown: Please, give us a chance.
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      Did I really cause myself all this pain? Was it me? Did I jump the gun and not give him a chance 20 years ago? Was I too ashamed of myself for what I had done? 20 years of my life I lost out on potential happiness? How could this be? He just disappeared! He didn’t search me out. At least I know his name now, after all these years—Colt Hendrix. Should we have been together all this time? I never got to see him pitch in the majors. I missed out on so many things I should’ve been there for. This can’t be my fault. What do I do? He’s been the one for so long. Do I give him a chance? Us a chance? Would it be the same and how do I know what it would’ve been like 20 years ago—it was only one night. I can’t be with the horrible coach.

      
        
        Layla: I thought you’d left me. You used me and were done with me.

        Layla: It made no sense after the things you said to me and the chemistry we had together.

        Layla: Maybe I’m the only one that felt the intensity of us.

        Lou Brown: I felt it, too.

        Lou Brown: I need you.

        Lou Brown: I still need you.

        Lou Brown: Tell me how to fix it. I promise to make it right.

        Layla: I can’t be with the horrible coach.

        Lou Brown: I’m more than a coach.

        Lou Brown: I’m the man who fell in love with you in high school.

      

      

      I can’t respond to him. If he loved me, why didn’t he find me? He was fine without me. I’m simply convenient for him again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      For the next week, the team is on the road. I get messages daily and never respond.

      
        
        Lou Brown: I’m on the road, but I’m still thinking about you.

        Lou Brown: I need you in my life, I always have.

        Lou Brown: Layla? Please give us a chance.

        Lou Brown: I can’t fix us alone. I know we can do it together.

        Lou Brown: Is it really my coaching that’s the problem?

        Lou Brown: Help me here. Give me something. Anything.

        Lou Brown: You haven’t even berated me on Twitter this week.

      

      

      I’m not watching the away games. I’ve listened to a couple of them, but it’s easier to forget about it all while the team is away. I need a break to figure this all out. Maybe I can forget him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Colt

          

        

      

    

    
      The team has been home for five days and still nothing from Layla. I mean nothing. She’s not yelling at me from the stands. She’s not tweeting about my coaching. She’s not responding to my messages. I don’t know if she’s attending games or watching from home or if she cut baseball out of her life. I need something, anything so I know I still have a chance. I’m not letting her go this time. I was a dumb kid and shouldn’t have let her go twenty years ago.
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      A couple weeks have passed and it’s still radio silence from Layla. Not a peep.

      It’s a loud game with lots of fan noise, cheering and boos so loud it makes it hard to think. I think I hear her yelling at me from the stands. “Hendrix Sucks!” “Get over yourself, Pony Boy!” “Horrible coach!” “Save the team, Fire Hendrix!” I chalk it up to wishful thinking and try to concentrate on the game. My phone buzzes and there it is…

      
        
        @GotUOnYourKnees: I could never be with a horrible coach. #HorribleHendrix

      

      

      Hope.

      She hasn’t forgotten about me.

      I can’t lose my opportunity. It’s the seventh inning stretch and I have five minutes. I climb up over the dugout into the stands and scan the seats for her. I know she’s here and sits along the first base line.

      
        
        @LouBrownFan: Yell at Coach Hendrix some more. I think he likes it.

      

      

      Goading might work.

      Nothing, but then I see her chatting up the other fans in her section. She’s beautiful. I move quickly to get to her and have no time to stop and talk to her when I have her in front of me.

      “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be coaching? Another example of your skills.” She rolls her eyes at me again.

      “I’m not playing games with you.” I wrap my arms around her waist and throw her over my shoulder intent on taking her back to the dugout with me.

      Two older guys yell, “Where are you taking my girl?” Then, “Bring her back her. Put her down.”

      “Sorry, she’s going with me this time.” I proceed with my plan. Security is all around watching me closely.

      “Put me down!’ She yells kicking and screaming. “We’re on the big screen! Put me down!” she fights even harder. “Are you trying to make a fool of me?”

      “Nope. If I’m such a horrible coach, then you’re going to show me what I’m doing wrong. We will figure this out together.” I refuse to lose her.

      “Where are you taking me?” She yells while she continues to flail about.

      “The dug out.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. That’s where I coach from. You tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

      “You can’t just pick me up and take me where you want! Macho asshole!”

      “I have no choice. You wouldn’t give us a chance, so I have to show you what we can be together.”

      “Put me down right now!”

      “No.”

      I walk down the stairs to the field gate with her over my shoulder. The whole team is lined up along the dugout rail watching with huge grins on their faces as I carry her into the dugout. I set her down on the bench, “Don’t even think of going anywhere. Security won’t allow you on the field and no women are allowed in the club house. Give me a chance. Worst case, enjoy the game from the dugout.”

      Seno approaches me trying to hold back laughter, “Hey Skip, who’s your friend? Is she the one you were kissing at the pre-game signing a few weeks ago?”

      “Yes, this is Layla. She’s probably going to be the death of me.”

      “She looks like she’s trying to burn holes through you with her eyes.”

      “Yeah, well I’m hoping she will get over it.”

      Seno chuckles, “I’ve learned that women don’t get over much. They remember everything. and don’t let it go.”

      “She loves you, thinks you are the team savior and can do no wrong. Go talk to her. Maybe she’ll calm down.”

      “You got it coach. Here I thought women were all trouble and not allowed in the dugout,” he says to himself as he walks to Layla.

      I listen as he introduces himself and her voice changes. I turn to watch the interaction and they’re taking selfies together. She’s happy as a clam. She focuses on me and it’s back to the death stare.

      It’s the bottom of the 7th inning and the Seals are up to bat. I sit down next to her on the bench and reach for her hand, “One of two things has to happen here. I need to understand what you are seeing that makes me a horrible coach and change my ways or you need more insight into my coaching so you can accept and maybe appreciate what I do.”

      “Or, I could just go back to my seat and forget that you exist. That’s a good option,” Layla retorts.

      “That’s not an option for either one of us. If it was, you wouldn’t have tweeted tonight. I need you and I think you need me, too.”

      “You don’t know anything. Neanderthal jerk.”

      “You said you can’t be with a horrible coach, so we have to eliminate the horrible coach problem.”

      “That doesn’t just make it better. What about the last 20 years of our lives? Neither of us went looking for the other. You abandoned me in your hotel room like a hooker!”

      “I don’t know what happened 20 years ago. It was not my intention to leave you in my hotel room. You were asleep and I had to take my gear down to the team bus. I dropped off my gear, picked up a couple coffees in the lobby and came back to an empty room. I thought you left me. But now, looking back at the situation, I let my emotions get the best of me. I could’ve done it different. I should’ve gone looking for you. I could’ve woken you up before I took my gear down, but you were so beautiful and peaceful that I didn’t. I was a kid and in the end decided you didn’t want anything to do with me so you left. For all of these years I’ve wondered what made you leave. I’m sure you’ve done the same thing to some extent. We both felt abandoned, can we please move past that and give us a chance?”

      “You lied to me.”

      “I never lied to you.”

      “Lou Brown?”

      “Most people use handles on social media.”

      “The photo you sent and said you weren’t on the field?”

      “I wasn’t on the field. I was in the dugout.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Remember, I didn’t know it was you. I was after the fan who hates me. It’s all worth it because I found you again.” I gaze into her eyes searching for something to hold onto.

      “I’ll give you until the end of the game and then re-evaluate. One more strike and you’re out,” she says sternly and with conviction. Layla focuses on the game, “So, how are we fixing your coaching?”

      “I thought you could observe, ask questions when I do things you don’t like, and tell me what I do wrong. It’s probably going to take more than the two innings we have left in this game. You might have to spend more time in the dugout,” I smile at her hoping she likes the idea of being in the dugout.

      “I can work with that,” she nods as she surveys her surroundings.

      “Oh, remember you are in the dugout not the stands so no yelling at the umpires and stay away from the starting pitcher and all the superstitious baseball shit.”

      “Got it. I wouldn’t have thought of the umpire. Am I still allowed to yell at the coach?” She smiles at me for the first time.

      “I’d prefer that you didn’t,” I squeeze her hand and get down to the business of coaching the team. Most important, I have hope for us and her hand in mine.
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            Layla

          

        

      

    

    
      I never thought I’d have the chance to watch a game from the dugout. The circumstances are unprecedented and I’ll take it. It’s all so confusing. The sincere man Colt has grown into is the Lou Brown I’ve been getting acquainted with and like. He’s methodical, logical, and resolution based. He’s been listening and paying attention. Maybe it was a stupid misunderstanding 20 years ago.

      He’s watching the game, but caresses my hand with his thumb and says, “Our one night we had together is engrained in my memory. I’ve wanted you every night since. Have you missed me, Layla?”

      The way he says my name sends a shiver through my entire body. I keep my response short and honest, not wanting to give anything away, “Of course.”

      He moves closer, up against me. He talks through his process as he’s calling the game and signaling the players. I’ve seen the signals and communication before, but from this vantage point it’s different. Sitting next to him it’s like the players are responding to me and my body is responding to Colt. I can’t help but squirm a bit and the burn on my skin from his touch is back. Nobody else does this to me. Fuck. My panties are wet and I’d like to blame it on being in the dugout with all the players, but the truth is it’s him. It’s always only been him.

      I focus on the game and the plan to make him a better coach, well at least not the horrible coach he is. It’ll take some time to get him to “good coach” status. Funny, I think we can fix it. I have confidence in him and he has set his mind to fixing this.

      It’s the top of the ninth and it’s a tight game with a score of 4-3 Seals. The stadium goes crazy when the signature lights and music of our closer fill the stadium. Super D walks out of the bull pen and runs across the field stopping just short of the pitcher’s mound where he looks up and steps confidently into his position. I cheer from the dugout then wonder if that’s allowed.

      Colt stares at me, “Houck?”

      “He’s awesome. One of my all-time favorites. I love pitchers and he’s got dominant heat,” I rattle without thinking.

      “Remember when you would watch me pitch?”

      “Yeah, but not like these guys in the majors,” I take photos of our closer from the dugout. I don’t want to forget this.

      The stadium erupts as he shuts the door, striking out three in a row and earning the save. Seals win. The team runs out of the dugout to high-five their teammates in celebration of the win. Colt joins the team and I sit quietly, surrounded by the unbelievable energy of the win. He’s part of the team, not just the coach. The players accept him as one of them. I don’t know why I thought otherwise and assumed they don’t like him. It’s not the case at all. Who am I to say he’s a bad coach if his own team doesn’t think so?

      The team heads into the club house and he comes back to me. “I wish you could’ve been there to watch my pitch in the bigs.”

      “Me, too… It’s not like you can still do that,” I say flippantly.

      His eyes stern, he grabs my hand and drags me quickly through the club house, “Close your eyes. Woman coming through.” He takes me to his office and pulls his glove from the drawer, “I’ll show you. I’ve still got it.” He slides his glove on, determined to show me he’s still a pitcher and these guys have got nothing on him.

      I close the door to his office, “I’m not interested in your pitching right now. I’m wondering if you’ve still got something else.” He looks at me unsure as I reach my arms around his neck and kiss him. He’s what I’ve always wanted. I vine my leg around his and run my fingers through his hair. His hair is shorter than it was before with a smattering of gray, and his body is harder than I remember it. His shoulders are more developed after being in the major leagues and the rest of him maintained to a toned perfection. He locks his door and picks me up, setting me down on his desk and taking control. He drops to his knees and lifts the edge of my top to kiss my belly while he grasps my hips and digs his fingers into me. Slowly curling his fingers around the waistband of my pants and pulling them down, he follows his action with his lips, dropping wet kisses in a trail down my body. The burn of his touch now grazing my thighs as his warm breath teases my sex. He kisses my inner thighs, switching from one to the other and dragging his tongue as he makes his way closer to my heat. Pushing aside my lace thong he licks my seam from end to end without separating it. He takes another long stroll with his tongue, this time finding my wetness and diving in for a taste. His hands holding onto my hips, my entire body is on fire and wanting more.

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispers. “Please don’t leave me again. I promise I’ll never leave you.”

      I don’t respond, unsure what to think and unable to concentrate with him this close to me.

      “I’m serious, Layla. I need us,” his tone hot yet tender. His large strong hands find my ass and he uses it to hold me where he wants me while he sucks and licks me into oblivion. “Shhh, we aren’t supposed to be doing this here. But I’ll take that chance to have you. I’m not risking losing you again.”

      “I didn’t say anything,”

      “The noise you made wasn’t words.”

      Shit.

      There’s a knock on the door, “Coach, they’re looking for you for the postgame press conference.”

      He immediately responds, “There’s not going to be one tonight.” He stops a second and continues, “Seno, cover me on this tonight.”

      “You got it, Colt,” I could hear him walk away and some chuckles in the background.

      He stops what he’s doing and gazes into my eyes with a huge happy grin on his face, “I’m going to catch so much shit for this and I don’t give a fuck.”

      I pull him closer to me and he leans his forehead against mine sweetly. I explore his body, examining the muscles in his shoulders and torso with my fingertips until I reach his waist. I slide my fingers into his waistband and run them around to the front where I unbuckle his belt and pull it off. I tease the snaps on his pants with my fingernail, kind of popping against it a few times before I rip them open and pull the zipper down. I slide my hands down his hips, pushing his pants down with them. He’s going commando and his huge cock springs out at me ready for action. I wrap my hand around his penis and give it a few strokes while I kiss the tip. He groans and uses his sinewy arm to swipe everything off his desk at once without a care of what crashes to the floor. So much for being quiet. He grabs my ankles, lifting them into the air and drags me to the end of his desk. His body between my legs, he pulls his shirt off and it’s a glorious view of defined pecs and abs. A tattoo on his upper left arm says South Paw in cursive with baseball threading around it as if it were a signature in the sweet spot on the ball. He pushes my shirt up and pulls it off of me, finding my breasts with his hands.

      “How are you so beautiful? More perfect than I remember,” he says on a groan as he claims me, shoving his hard cock into my ready and waiting wet heat.

      I reach for him to pull him closer and he climbs up his desk on top of me. He pushes into me again and moves with an undeniable pleasure. My body reacts instantly, meeting his strokes. This is what I remember. This feeling of being perfectly full and satisfied, knowing there’s more. This connection that is only with him. His lips find mine with a soft caress while he moves inside me. My arms around him with his body against mine. Buried as deep as possible, he’s pushing my magical spot and stays there while he holds my face in his hands and searches my eyes. His smile grows telling me he found what he’s looking for.

      “I love you, Layla,” he says with sincerity. “I’ll do anything for you.” He worships my lips with his and I respond with equal need and desire. Everything about him is right.

      “I’ve missed you, too.” I make eye contact and his grip on me tightens. Our movement together becomes more carnal. Heat burning between us. All I want is this. He starts to move faster with every stroke.

      “I need you,” he says maintaining our eye contact.

      He pushes into me harder, like he needs more of me. I’m sent flying without warning and he finishes with me.

      He rolls onto his side and we squeeze to fit on his desk, “Layla?”

      “I’m not leaving. I’m yours, Colt. You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried.”

      “I’ve been in love with you my whole life and haven’t had you. I loved you twenty years ago and I should’ve told you then, but I thought I was crazy to love you after such a short time. I should never have questioned anything when it comes to you. You truly are my dream girl.”
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Some women are lost in the fire. Some are built from it.

        

      

    

    
      Kate Ramirez has spent years running from a family determined to clip her wings and keep her caged. When she finds herself in the scenic bonhomie of Newport Beach, it isn't long before she's drawn to a group of local eccentrics offering acceptance and enlightenment, no questions asked. But when a fellowship gathering turns into the scene of a bloody slaughter, she finds herself the lone survivor.

      

      And prime suspect.

      

      With little memory of the night in question, Kate struggles to navigate a new landscape of men and monsters, and a clan of strange women determined to keep her secrets safe from the arrogant detective convinced she's a killer.

      

      Sebastian Stone never met a case he couldn't solve. From the start, there was something about Kate that defied logic and set him on edge, muddling his keen sense of dogged determination. Chasing her down means going beyond the smoke and mirrors, between shadow and substance and into a world where shocking answers lead to more questions. Closer and closer to the painful truth of who Kate really is.

      

      And what she is capable of.

    

  







            Prologue

          

          

      

    

    






Kate

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I remember is dying.

      Staring up into a mass of shifting, formless shadows. A cold shell. You think you’ll be cold all the way through when you die, but for me it was only on the surface. Deeper down, in my muscles and bones, it was all low, simmering, feverish pain. And nausea. If I could have moved, I would have been sick all over myself.

      I think it was the smell that did that. Blood... so much blood... heavy, stagnant sweat on skin and the reek of other people’s vomit as they’d witnessed the rest of us dying. Mauled to death. Eaten by a true animal. Then there came the horrible drip, drip, dripping sounds from somewhere in the silent darkness, and soon the invasive whine of curious flies drawn to the dead. I didn’t think the darkened warehouse where we died had been a small space, really, but the flies made it seem horribly claustrophobic.

      How can I be claustrophobic, though? I’m dead, after all. What’s the point?

      Though I could see, I couldn’t choose what to look at. I couldn’t move my head, my eyes... certainly not my neck, where all the worst of the searing, stinging pain cut across me like a streak of frozen fire. Going to have to get a scarf, I mused, nonsensically. Can’t go out in public with a gaping hole in my throat. Scare all the kiddies and the poor baristas at Starbucks.

      I couldn’t look away when he appeared over me, staring down with his clear, cool green eyes. Furrowing his handsome brow with a grim frown, kneeling to touch my cheek, my eyelids, my lips.

      Can’t a dead girl get some space, buddy? Go get your touchy-feelies on with some other corpse.

      He said something, but his words were garbled and dull in my ears. Like I was lying at the bottom of a pool hearing someone above the surface shouting. Now he’s shouting at me? Rude!

      Not really at me, though. Who was he shouting at?

      Drip, drip, drip...

      The first thing I remember is dying.

      Then—because I just can’t catch a break—I’m sitting in a stark hospital room, surrounded by people asking questions I couldn’t answer.
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            Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      I fucking hate hospitals.

      It’s the smell of antiseptic warring with the smell of sickness. The lowered voices as nurses and doctors confer in whispers about prognoses and mortality. The way the constant hum of machines and steady beep of monitors just fall so naturally into the background of everything. Perfectly normal white noise. As if they weren’t the sounds of people hanging on for dear life.

      The girl from the crime scene lay in her hospital bed, one arm flung over her eyes and a scowl on her face. I’d been watching her through the window, marking her as she argued with orderlies and brushed aside nurses.

      Only a few hours ago, I’d found her on that warehouse floor, covered in blood, barely breathing. Her throat had been torn open like a wild jackal had gone in for the kill.

      I’d seen that gash on her neck with my own eyes. I’d called for the ambulance that rushed her here.

      Now, the doctors told me there was no gash. Never had been. Maybe I’d imagined it, they suggested, in all the horror and shock of the crime scene. This girl—the lucky survivor—well, she hardly seemed injured at all.

      What. The actual. Fuck?

      According to the nursing staff, she’d thrown a fit when she woke up. She wouldn’t let them cut away her ruined clothes or try to wash off the blood. Trauma response.

      But was it really?

      She’d come to long before my arrival. I’d still been wading through the waist-high clusterfuck at the warehouse down at the port. Twelve people, butchered, left in an industrial space dressed up like the set of a gothic horror movie. It’d been hard to tell how much blood there actually was, thanks to the ridiculous amount of crimson velvet furniture and draperies and lamps and rugs everywhere. Even the lightbulbs had been tinted a deep, ruby red.

      Twelve dead... one alive. I’d started out feeling bad for the poor girl.

      Except I knew I’d seen a mortal wound on her throat, and now there was no sign of it.

      That stunk to high hell. How did a victim go from the bleeding brink of death, larynx practically severed, to just fine and dandy a few hours later, spitting like a wildcat and pushing away nurses as they tried to check her vitals?

      I didn’t imagine it. But I might have missed a ploy.

      I’d thought she was a victim, and who wouldn’t, in that mess? Now, I wondered. I had a file full of dead people in one hand, a single survivor with mysterious disappearing injuries, and a nasty suspicion stirring to life in my gut.

      At last, the head nurse finished checking a computer screen full of data and gave me a nod. “You can go in now, Detective Stone. But try not to upset her. She’s been through a lot.”

      Tell me about it.

      I thanked her and headed for the girl’s room.

      The door damper on the room cracked like a shotgun on its piston when I opened it—someone needed to call a maintenance guy. The crack nearly shook the girl right out of bed, and she stared at me, blinking, as if she couldn’t see me very well.

      My gaze went immediately to the place where her injury should have been. Just like the doctors had said: no wound at all. Not even a scar.

      Confusion and frustration merged into anger.

      “The first thing you should know about me,” I told her as I pulled up a chair beside her hospital bed, “is that I don’t like repeating myself. Are you coherent enough to answer my questions? The nurses said you should be.”

      Her startled expression turned grim and petulant. Even covered in copious amounts of dried blood, she radiated an edgy, feral energy that grated on my nerves. Her dark lips twisted into a scowl, her big brown eyes flashing with irritation as she shifted in the bed. I heard the popping of her spine as she straightened, crossing her arms over her chest. Her body language spoke volumes before she even opened her mouth.

      “What’s the second thing?” 

      Every bit as riled as the nurses had warned me. A light accent coated each word: a rolling cadence evocative of sultry spices. Cinnamon, cacao, cumin. Past the overwhelming scent of blood, I thought I smelled mint and lime wafting from her. The kind of light and lovely fragrance that in any other situation might be intoxicating. Annoyingly intoxicating.

      But it was going to take far more than womanly wiles to get her out of this. I hadn’t earned my shield by letting every pair of pretty eyes sway me. 

      “The second thing is I hate games. So, let’s not play them.”

      “Not even a quick round of Uno? You look like the kind of guy who would freak out with a Draw Two or Wild Card in his hand.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I hate them because I never lose. Gets boring. Remember that.”

      “How very macho of you,” she replied, giving a delicate snort.

      “I’m not into false modesty. Character flaw.”

      “One of many, I’m sure.”

      I had to fight the urge to slap my hand down hard on the cheap hospital room bedtable to rattle her into behaving. “Lady, there are twelve people dead. I don’t have the patience to deal with an insolent brat.”

      Her jaw tightened. Beneath her snarky defense, I sensed anxiety and growing confusion. It bled from her pores like sweat, a deep-down visceral reaction to the evening’s events. What role had she played in them? That was the part that interested me.

      Is she really a victim? Or is there something else going on here? Get to work, Seb. Clock’s ticking.

      Digging in my jacket pocket, I pulled out my trusty worn leather notebook and tossed it on the scratched plastic table tray attached to her bedrail, then pulled out a pair of glasses. Vanity kept me from wearing them constantly, but they were an evil necessity when it came to reading. The specs had seen better days: once, they were untarnished gunmetal grey with perfect angles. Now tarnish had dulled spots along the frames, and each arm bowed outward at far greater than ninety degrees. Slipping them on, I opened my notes.

      “Says here the name you gave the nurses is Katalina Eleanor Villalabos Ramirez. Is that your full name?”

      “You think it should be longer?” She quipped, shaking her head before sighing, “Kate. Call me Kate.”

      “Kate it is. No personal effects? Nothing was recovered from the scene. No purse or I.D. In fact, none of the victims had any type of identification on them. Any idea why that might be?”

      Her eyes shifted left, avoiding mine. “How would I know?”

      Offering a non-committal shrug, I pushed on.

      “Care to tell me how, when I first found you, you were barely alive, but now you’re more agitated than a fat bee at a fly swatter convention?” 

      Her expression grew dark and confused. When she noticed me staring, though, her mulishness returned.

      “What can I say? Guess I’m a fast healer.”

      “About that.” I scanned the page. “What happened to the wound on your throat?”

      Her hands fluttered toward her neck, fingers scrambling across the sticky skin., eyes glazing over for a few seconds. “What wound?”

      “When I found you, you were sporting a nasty gash on your neck that made Freddy Krueger look like a non-starter. Saw it myself. Now, I don’t.”

      Her hands fell into her lap gracefully. “Maybe your vision isn’t so good.”

      Evasive. Interesting.

      “Look, detective. I don’t remember what happened, okay? I don’t remember any of it.”

      What was she hiding? More importantly, why?

      I’d find out. One way or another.

      A knock on the door interrupted us before I could continue. Without taking my eyes off Kate, I half-turned in my chair and called out, “Yeah?”

      Sam, the cop who had escorted her here in the ambulance, peeked in, made eye contact with me, and shook his head slowly before leaving again. I’d asked him to call into the precinct and find out whether any other victims had been found, or if anyone else had miraculously survived like Ms. Ramirez. Evidently, they hadn’t.

      Only this ragged, antsy, blood-soaked woman. A woman who was rapidly becoming a strangely suspicious survivor.

      They always told us, if you see something, say something. Trust your instincts.

      Could I be looking at the next Caril Ann Fugate?

      Fact: The injury I’d witnessed upon discovering her prone body should have killed her. In fact, I’d believed her to be dead, before I just happened to catch a thready, butterfly pulse and called for a medic.

      Fact: That injury was gone. Meanwhile, Little Miss Manners here was popping off an attitude inconsistent with serious and unexpected near-death trauma.

      Fact: Someone massacred a dozen people in that warehouse with little to no opposition, a nasty dramatic flair, and a madman’s lust for gory detail.

      Madman? Or… madwoman?

      Fact: The time between the discovery at the dock and the 911 call logged by dispatch was less than two minutes. The stevedores who stumbled on the scene couldn’t attest to anyone entering or leaving the area between the hours of six and ten. Canvassing of the amassed crowds turned up nothing tangible. Whoever ruthlessly killed those poor people would have to be drenched in blood, but no one reported anything unusual or anyone strange.

      So… was the killer still in the building? Is our poor, lone survivor really a psycho in disguise?

      I spared another glance at Kate. Despite her bedraggled state, her eyes glimmered with life and cunning wariness. Her lithe, petite form, coupled with slender limbs, didn’t exactly scream I’m a sociopath capable of single-handedly killing a dozen folks. Yet, I’d learned things weren’t always as they appeared. It was my job to cut through the illusion and solve the puzzle.

      Kate knew more than she let on. But was she a killer?

      A sharp clacking filled the air: a staccato beat which grew in volume, echoing off the tiled hallway outside and surrounding me with the frenetic intensity of a magnified heartbeat. Kate stiffened in her bed, a brief flash of fear crossing her face as the door flew open. The shotgun damper cracked. The halogen lights from the hall filtered in, surrounding our new arrival in a shining halo.

      It was a woman. A redhead.

      The kind of redhead that could slam shut revolving doors.

      She didn’t speak at first. Stalking into the room, she circled around the Kate’s bed and faced me, like a sentinel taking up guard. Her heels clacked like they meant to chip apart the goddamn floor, and I felt the absurd urge to warn her about damaging hospital property. She wore a dark suit, with her bright crimson hair styled into a smooth, professional bun. Her wide topaz eyes settled on me, regal and self-assured.

      Laying an elegant, well-manicured hand on Kate’s shoulder, she smiled.

      “Detective Stone, correct? I’m Carmilla Summers, special counsel with the BCA.”

      She extended her free hand, a tight smile thinning her otherwise full lips. The lightest of English accents flavored her speech. “My firm represents Ms. Villalobos Ramirez.”

      Bewildered but mindful, I took her hand in a firm grip, giving a quick pump which seemed to amuse her, if the smirk on her face was any indication.

      I’d never seen Ms. Summers around the station or in the courts before. Who was she? And if this was her lawyer, why did Kate look as confused as a baby in a topless bar? And how did the woman even know where her client was? Kate hadn’t had the chance to contact anyone, so far as I was aware.

      “I’m sorry. Your firm? BCA?”

      Pulling a vellum card from a suit pocket, Carmilla handed it to me. I took it, skimming the cursive text. Balboa Citizen’s Attorneys. It listed an address, phone number and four names including Carmilla’s.

      At this point in my career, I was aware of almost all the local firms, with very few exceptions. Balboa Citizen’s Attorneys was one of the few.

      “We’re fully licensed and listed on the bar. You may not have heard of us though. Our cases usually don’t often call us down to your, um… charming little office.”

      I cocked an eyebrow and tucked her card into my pocket. Odd... she picked up on my skepticism almost immediately.

      “I’m not sure why you came down here yourself, Ms. Summers. Kate isn’t under arrest. We’re just chatting about what happened to her tonight.”

      “Oh, is that so?”

      If I’d had an ice pick, I could have made myself a nice, frosty drink off the chill in her tone.

      “Be that as it may,” she went on, “I think it best my client refrains from answering any questions unless I or one of my colleagues is here to represent her.”

      She squeezed Kate’s shoulder lightly, without taking her eyes off me. “Would you give us a moment in private, detective? Go down the hall and get yourself a cup of coffee, perhaps.”

      Her stance, her whole demeanor, commanded my acquiescence. My mind struggled for argument, but my mouth went rogue.

      “Yes, sure. No problem.”

      Carmilla Summers flashed a wide grin as I got to my feet, pocketing my notebook. Kate blinked rapidly—Is she still having trouble seeing? —before casting me a baffled look.

      Before I crossed the threshold, Carmilla spoke to me again.

      “You made the right decision, detective.”

      What an odd thing to say.

      I walked down the hall to the elevator bank, where a set of vending machines stood. Plunking a few quarters into the one dispensing coffee, I paused to debate what I wanted. The truth was, I hated coffee. It gave me acid reflux and no amount of cream or sugar could cover the bitter taste of wet beans.

      So... why the hell did I come down here?

      Staring at the buttons, I felt a creeping, ugly sensation across the back of my neck. Somehow, I knew, I’d been had.

      Forgetting the buck twenty-five I’d just fed into the machine, I whipped around to storm back to Kate’s room. Her lawyer had pulled some sort of Jedi mind trick on me, and I had a furious suspicion things had just gone rotten.

      I saw through the window I was already too late. Even so, I burst back into the room, throwing the door back on its shotgun damper, startling the lone nurse who stood by the empty bed. Carmilla and Kate had disappeared.

      “Where are the women who were in here?” I demanded.

      The nurse glanced back and forth, mystified. “I... well, that’s so strange. The woman said everything was in order and Ms. Ramirez had been discharged, but... but that can't be right. The doctor wanted to keep her overnight for observation.”

      She wrinkled her nose, expression baffled. “Why did I let them go?”

      With a growl, I stormed out, rushing back to the hallway and through the hospital to the Emergency Room exit, bursting out into the chilly night.

      They were gone. I could see neither hide nor hair of either woman, in any direction.

      “Fuck.” I slammed my fist on the door. “Fuck!”

      I’d told Kate I hated games and now here I was, played. Fuming, I stepped back inside, heading back to the nurse’s station and to Sam, to find out if he’d seen the two women leave. I doubted it, though. Just like I doubted that woman Carmilla was really a lawyer. She’d slipped in under false pretenses, and then—right under my nose! —she’d snatched up my only witness to the warehouse slaughter and disappeared with her into the night.
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      The woman who’d introduced herself as my lawyer swept me up and away, out of the hospital building and onto the foggy Newport street, then into a gleaming black town car, before I could so much as register what she’d said to me.

      We know what’s happened to you. We are here to help.

      I found myself seated comfortably on plush, black, clean-smelling leather, a champagne flute of rich, red wine in one hand, already in transit to God knows where when my mind finally caught up.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded.

      My “lawyer”, hands folded primly in her lap, scanned me up and down, clucking her tongue. We were the only ones in the back of the town car, and I hadn’t seen the driver. A neat privacy divider cut us off from the front seat. To add to the custom mystique, all the windows were tinted. Chic.

      At least the lights aren’t so bright. God, it felt like a damn spotlight showroom in that hospital. How does anyone get any work done?

      As she looked me over, I shrank down, trying to disappear in the glossy, dark decor.

      “Sorry about the blood,” I muttered lamely.

      “Oh, no bother.” Carmilla finally took her eyes off me as she shifted to pour herself a glass of wine. “Once we get to the agency, we’ll get you into some clean clothes and send someone to recover your personal items from wherever you’ve been living. We’ll need the address though.”

      She took a sip of her drink, kicking off her heels and tucking her legs under her like a perching cat. She pressed one of the buttons on the small console on the armrest between us.

      “Zell, please call Brigid and have her order our guest something to wear for the evening. Ms. Ramirez looks to be about a size two. And can you put on some music for us please? Something relaxing.”

      “Sure thing, ma’am,” came the voice of a man I assumed to be the driver. As the intercom clicked off, Carmilla gave me a kind smile.

      “There. We’ll have you in something fresh and clean in no time.”

      Strands of classical music faded in over the speakers: strings and flute in sedate, meditative harmony. Looking down at my ruined clothes, I picked at one ugly, bloodstained tear in the hem of my skirt.

      “Look, not that I don’t appreciate you getting that cop off my back—”

      “Yes, he did think he was quite the hard case, didn’t he?” She put a finger thoughtfully to her lips. “Not bad looking, though. One does appreciate a nicely chiseled jaw. And such beautiful green eyes. Am I right?”

      I blinked at her, frowning. It seemed so hard to keep a firm grasp on my train of thought. My skin had gotten so hot. Maybe I was running a fever.

      As though she’d read my mind, Carmilla pressed another button on her console and immediately, crisp, cool air began blowing from vents overhead. My whole body relaxed, and I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t even realized how tense the night had made me, or how gross I felt inside.

      “Better?” she asked. I nodded. “Good. Have a sip of your drink, darling.”

      “You’re confusing me,” I admitted, sitting up a little straighter. “Why are you here? You’re definitely not my public defender.” Waving my hand at the custom leather, the built-in mini-bar, the divider, and her little control center, I added, “No public defender makes enough to afford a custom town car with a personal driver. I don’t even know how you found me in there. That detective said they didn’t have any of my personal effects or IDs and hadn’t been able to identify me at all except for the name I gave them.”

      I set my champagne flute in the drink holder at the end of the armrest and crossed my arms. “So how did you know about me?”

      “First, let me ask you a question,” she countered. “Were you fully aware of the nature of the gathering you attended last night?”

      A pang of ugly chagrin hit my chest. “Uh… yeah, I guess.”

      “You knew you were walking into an occult-based group of misguided fanatics purporting to believe in the existence of benevolent night children, and claiming to worship them as a form of religion?”

      “Yes,” I grumbled, avoiding her gaze. “The Chantry of Selene. Yes, I knew it was a…”

      “A vampire cult,” she finished for me. “And the purpose of last night’s gathering was?”

      “Does it matter?” I snapped. “You clearly think we’re a bunch of lunatics.”

      “First off, there is no we anymore, Ms. Ramirez.” She took another sip of her drink and leaned back in her seat. “Only one member of your Chantry survived that little party. You’re the only one left.”

      I’d suspected as much, and Detective Jawline had said the same thing. Still, a sharp pain struck me in the stomach. I never had much in the way of friends, but a few of the people in the group had been not so bad. Sure, they were a little whacked in the head—especially our self-proclaimed primogen, David Pace—and I suppose I was, too, since I’d gone along with them for the last few months, embracing the whole night children thing. It seemed harmless, though.

      At least until everybody died.

      “Secondly,” Carmilla continued. “I don’t think you’re a lunatic.”

      My lips twitched. I wrinkled my nose. “You don’t?”

      “I think you chose a rather unfortunate focus for your worship,” she said. “Stupid, really. Who genuinely offers their complete love and worship to a bloodsucking monster? You would have been better off waiting for some intergalactic starship hidden behind a comet or an extraterrestrial ruler sending alien ghost babies to haunt your nether regions. Vampires, though… well, they love ignorant, willing victims.”

      I stared at her. “Selene wasn’t a bloodsucking monster. She was... she was supposed to be the Mother of Night. Shepherd of the Lonely Ones.”

      Carmilla gave an ugly snort. “Whoever heard of a vampire named Selene offering love and comfort to societal outcasts among mortals? If your enlightened leaders knew anything about real vampires, they’d know the true queens of the night are the Striga, Elizabeth Bathory, and me.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “You? You’re a vampire queen?”

      “Ha.” She took a sip of her wine and rolled her eyes skyward. “Heaven help us. You joined a vampire cult and you’ve never heard of Carmilla, the Countess Karstein? I should be insulted.”

      “But... you’re saying vampires really, truly are real.”

      “Of course.” She gestured to me. “Didn’t you already know that? After all, you and your fellow enthusiasts invited one to dinner, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t... I don’t remember that...”

      Another pang of nausea brought a sour taste to the back of my throat. “Is that the surprise David had planned? But there’s no way some… some guy with fangs and a cape actually showed up and—”

      And kill a dozen people.

      “Like I said,” Carmilla replied, her tone softening. “Unfortunate. Drink, darling, you need it.”

      With too much information crowding my head, I did as she said, mostly on autopilot. The first taste startled me: what I’d thought to be wine tasted sharp and coppery, smoothed out by hints of savory and just a touch of… pepper?

      “What is this?” I lifted the champagne glass, peering at the liquid inside. A horrible part of me thought I knew, but I desperately wanted to be wrong. It reminded me of a Bloody Mary… only…

      “It’s exactly what you think it is.” Carmilla finished her glass with a classy sort of flair. “Plasma. Rabbit, actually, which is especially good for a girl in your condition, and my supplier has added a few elements of his own to make it a touch easier to stomach, during the crossover.”

      Blood. It’s actual blood.

      My hand started to shake. With a choked, dry sob, I threw the glass down, wiping my hand on my dirty skirt as if it, too, weren’t soaked in viscous red stains.

      Carmilla sighed. “Now then, I wish you hadn’t done that. I didn’t mind about the leather, it’s been treated, after all, but it’ll take Zell ages to get the stain out of the interior carpet.”

      “It’s blood!” I shouted. “You—you fed me blood!”

      “I did,” she admitted. “You’ll have to get used to it, Kate. It’s going to be in a lot of what you eat and drink from now on.”

      I didn’t want to hear these words. I didn’t want to think about what she was implying. My head ached, and even with the air conditioning on, I felt so hot. Dizzy. Sick. The world spun around me as I stared at the dark, crimson stain on the floor of the town car.

      Before I could make sense of any of it, the car came to a smooth stop.

      “Ah, we’re here,” Carmilla said. “Come along, Kate. Welcome to the Brides of Carpathia Agency.”
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      More confusion. I rubbed at my aching temples, certain I’d misheard her. “I thought you were the Balboa Citizen’s Attorneys?”

      “I lied. I do that from time to time.” Succinct pride flavored the admission. “I have to, for reasons you’ll come to understand.”

      Grumbling at her attempt to usher me from the air-conditioned car, I lingered until she’d slipped her shoes back on, then followed her onto the sidewalk, tapping my foot and glancing up and down the abandoned stretch of PCH while she leaned in the passenger-side window of the car and spoke in hushed whispers with the driver. After what seemed like an impossibly long time, the car pulled away and disappeared down the road.

      Cool fingers wrapped around my elbow. With a firm grip, Carmilla led me toward a low set of marbled stairs until I mulishly resisted, planting my weight and breaking her hold.

      “Am I supposed to trust you?” I demanded. “After what you just pulled in the car?”

      Irked, Carmilla took a step back, one titian eyebrow arched dramatically. “Yes. You are.”

      “Care to tell me why?”

      I hardly trusted myself at the moment. And gorgeous green eyes or no, I didn’t trust that Raymond Chandler reject, Detective Stone. Whatever I’d survived, he’d treated me less as a witness and more as a suspect who got off on the grisly.

      Joke’s on him. I pass out when I get a papercut.

      My head chose this moment to resume its harsh pounding, a rush of heat burning my throat and spreading through my limbs with increasing weakness. I swayed on my feet, my foremost thought to get away before I embarrassed myself by getting sick all over her cream-colored Manolo Blahniks.

      “They’re Louboutin’s,” Carmilla said breezily.

      I narrowed my eyes.

      Her sly smile widened. “What?”

      “Don’t pull that shit. I never mentioned your shoes.” I’m hardly immune to peculiar, but this woman wore strange like some guys wore Axe Body Spray. Too much. “You a mind reader?”

      Her shoulders shook with mirth. “That would be quite the skill, darling. While I’m flattered you think me capable of such power, I simply noticed you looking at my feet. People often confuse the two brands, so I thought to answer your unasked question.”

      She paused in amusement. “I read your expression, Kate. Not your mind.”

      I scrubbed my face in irritation. “Nothing makes sense right now.”

      Carmilla’s patrician expression softened.

      “Things may never make sense again, darling, and therein lies the rub. Choice put you on this path the moment you became part of the Chantry of Selene. That path should have ended in death, but you conquered that. Even now, despite your skepticism, some part of you knows and accepts what happened. Because there is no other rational explanation. I won’t insult your intelligence by pretending what you experienced tonight is anything less than the truth. You’re no longer simply Kate Ramirez. You’re evenfall now.”

      Startled at how well she read me, intrigued, and disturbed by her speech, I frowned. “I thought I was a vampire.”

      “Not quite. We are... imperfect vampires. While we share a few qualities, evenfall are a rare breed who do not fully transform. We possess the ability to walk between worlds, light and dark. Human and vampire. I like to think of us as brides.” She wrinkled her nose. “And someday I’ll share the story of how I came to that decision.”

      Rubbing my head, I sighed. “If confusion is the first step to knowledge, I’d be a genius.”

      Carmilla threw back her head, laughing with delight. “Kate, all I want is to help ease you through this transition to the best of my ability. I know your head is spinning with everything that’s happened and you’ve handed it marvelously. I may lie for us all, but I will never lie to you. Trust doesn’t grow overnight, even in the best of circumstances. All I ask is that you try, and I shall do my best to earn it.”

      She offered a lopsided grin. “So. What do you think?”

      “That you’re crazy and I’m fucked.”

      Carmilla chuckled, clapping her hands together. “I knew I was going to like you the moment we met.”

      She waved toward the building before us. “I meant, what do you think about that.”

      I looked up at it. Three stories of Italian swirled marble, tempered blackout glass, and wraparound balconies on each floor. Exterior façade lights, glowing with a pale, pinkish hue, surrounded the entire building, fixtures spaced every few feet. High-end Art Deco with a splash of nouveau riche. I could hear the Pacific Ocean behind it, waves kissing the shore with the unspoken promise of an ardent lover. The smell of salt and sand filled me like a soothing balm.

      I didn’t want to appear placated in front of her though, so I simply shrugged. “Looks like every other building along Pacific Coast Highway. Not what I expected for a law office.”

      “Good. Because we’re not truly lawyers.”

      Meeting her gaze, I crossed my arms over my chest. “What are you then?”

      “Whatever we need to be. We’re an efficient lot. We look out for girls like you—new evenfall in need of shelter and guidance—and we protect our people from predators.”

      An ugly thought loomed like a shadow over me. “What kind of... predators?”

      “Vampires.”

      Her tone lost all vestige of humor or delight. It turned absolutely deadly, and her eyes took on a sharp, gimlet gleam.

      “Bloodsuckers, Kate. True vampires. To them, we’re even better than human prey; a far rarer vintage. They are driven to hunt us down like sharks hunt blood. Not all of us have the strength or abilities to challenge them alone. So, we need to stick together. We watch for them. We track them. And we fight them.”

      She reached out a hand, laying it gently—almost like a gesture of condolence—on my arm.

      “It’s how we knew to find you tonight, Kate. I’m afraid we were far too late to do you any real good... but I promise, we will find the vampire who attacked you and your people, and we will cast him into the sun to burn.”

      The sudden, chilling change in her shook me to the core. For a long moment, I simply stared, speechless.

      At last, she turned from me and glanced up at the sky. The horizon shimmered with stars, blinking diamonds twinkling against deep navy.

      “Not much night left,” Carmilla said. “Dawn is coming. I want you to meet the others and get settled before the day sleep pulls us down.”

      “Day sleep?”

      “One of few similarities we share with vampires. It’s quite powerful and unavoidable. Now, less talking, more walking.” She winked playfully.

      Nudging my shoulder with her own before climbing the stairs, she headed for the front door. I followed, taking note of the foliage decorating the front and sides of the building: finely manicured little rows of plants and upon closer inspection, some type of pungent herb.

      Quickening my pace, I caught up with Carmilla as she reached the entrance, noticing a modest, brass plaque to the left. It bore three words, in elegant calligraphy.

      By Appointment Only,

      “Aren’t I a clever girl?” She beamed.

      “There’s no address or signage to let people know what and where you are.”

      “We are seekers, Kate, rarely sought. Those who need to find us, do. The rest are merely noise and curiosity.”

      She stopped speaking as the double doors in front of us swung open without a sound, revealing a large room with black walls and chrome molding. Dual winding glass staircases stood at opposite ends, leading up to the second-floor landing. I followed Carmilla, coming to a full stop on the threshold to drink it all in. An elegantly designed foyer; single malachite office desk set in the center of the floor; matching chair pushed in. A desktop computer sat on it with a round silver stationery organizer to the left, holding one pen, a few paperclips, and a stapler.

      Directly behind the desk hung an amazing black and white contrast canvas, highlighting an old English estate. Even from this distance, my eyes easily scanned the tiniest print in the bottom right-hand corner: Carfax Abbey.

      “Were you born in a barn new girl? Move so I can shut the door.”

      A disembodied female voice, laced with a hint of irritation and a healthy serving of indignation, startled me out of my thoughts. I glanced around, searching for the source, until Carmilla sighed, pointing up at the ceiling.

      A set of gleaming onyx speakers had been fitted nicely into two low-hung beams, coupled with sleek security cameras beaming directly down on us. I moved, half stumbling, as the doors behind me closed with the softest of whispers, a direct contradiction to the snickering laughter floating down from wherever the woman behind the voice was observing us.

      “Ji, try to be kind. And receptive.” Carmilla scolded playfully, shaking her head and gesturing me toward an elevator bank across the room.

      “Tried it before. Worst five minutes of my life.”

      Silence followed us into the lift, doors shutting with a sibilant hiss and opening less than ten seconds later. Blinking, I followed Carmilla into a room which must take up the whole second floor.

      The whole place looked like a kind of nightclub lounge. Crimson walls, black armchairs, pewter-gray loveseats, and four large black couches with accompanying red pillows. Tall bar top tables with black leather barstools. On the westward-facing side of the room sat a large, old-fashioned bar with lots of shiny, inlaid wood and frosted glass. It screamed ‘frontier saloon’. Four large bay windows flanked it, two to either side, with blood red curtains drawn back to frame the starlit ocean and lightening sky outside. Eclectic paintings ranging from Monet to Dali hung upon the walls, while frosted, cylindrical lamps lent a flickering, candle-like glow from built-in wall units.

      A Bluetooth gramophone sat near a small set of backlit, dancing water speakers. Two arcade machines—Galaga and Streetfighter—stood against the north wall, an old pinball machine sitting snugly between them, and a muted Samsung TV hung above them in all its 300-inch glory, playing an old black and white film. The Cabinet of Doctor Caligari.

      “It’s like Wednesday Addams’s wettest dream in here.” I muttered.

      “Rude.” A light feminine brogue, Scottish, caressed my ear. “And funny.”

      I jumped, spinning to find a woman in white standing unsettlingly near me. Her bright red hair framed an adorably freckled face with delicate features. A gauzy summer dress clung to her curves with a confidence I could never have, before flaring into a layered, voluminous skirt. Sapphire blue eyes twinkled with friendliness; lips curved in a welcoming smile.

      A small section of her hair gave a strange rustle and a twitch, and a tiny black nose poked through the strands. In a flurry of movement, a face and furry, snowy-white body emerged, and the bright-eyed creature settled on the woman’s pale shoulder. A serene expression crossed her face as she stroked its pale fur. The creature strained its head toward me with an inquisitive squeak.

      I yelped, stumbling backward into a pair of arms, steadying me and keeping me from embarrassment. They belonged to a woman of slight build, her skin bright with a hint of a cool, rosy undertone. She wore her silky black hair pulled back into a tight braid, drawing attention to her round face and straight, manicured eyebrows.

      She rolled her small brown eyes in exasperation as she released me. “It’s a ferret, not a fire breathing dragon, new girl. Relax.”

      I recognized her voice as the one that came through the speakers downstairs. Her pleasant tone gave it away. And by pleasant, I meant disagreeable.

      “Ji-Huyn,” the redhead scolded. “Play nice.”

      “Is everyone new here?” Ji-Huyn grunted, nodding curtly at me. “For the record, I was being nice. Not everyone can do the perpetual Pollyanna gig, B. It tends to chafe my thighs.”

      Miss Dis moved around me to stand next to Red and her rodent. Carmilla sank gracefully down on one of the closest chairs as the heavily tinted balcony doors opened and two more people joined us: a beautiful, muscular woman dressed in casual gym couture, dark hair styled in a beautiful afro of fine, corkscrew curls, and her male companion, slightly taller than her, his miniature dreadlocks pulled back into a ponytail and bleached blonde at the ends. He wore jeans and a gray workout shirt, leaving sculpted arms on display. His smile lit up the room, warm and curious, as they drew closer. They branched off to join the others, he taking a place next to the lady in white, she sinking down on the armrest of Carmilla’s chair.

      No one spoke at first. All eyes were on me, and not for the first time in the last few hours, it occurred to me how I must look: bedraggled, bloody, exhausted, and sick. Tucking a crusty strand of hair behind my ear, I inwardly groaned. I could only imagine how bad I smelled.

      Yet not a single person—not even prickly Ji-Huyn—looked at me with judgement or disgust. For that, I was grateful.

      Carmilla finally spoke, tipping a nod at the redhead first.

      “Kate, this is Brigid, and the delightful creature riding shotgun on her shoulder is Dagda. Fear not, he is housebroken. As is Brij.”

      She winked at the woman, who stuck out her tongue in jest. Both laughed before Carmilla resumed her introductions.

      “The handsome lad next to her is Brian. Smartest man I know.”

      Brian raised a hand in acknowledgment, flashing me a warm and friendly smile.

      “Ji-Hyun, she of the warm welcome downstairs...”

      Ji snorted and Carmilla ignored her, instead turning to beam at the woman sitting beside her.

      “And finally, this is Tina. Everyone, please welcome Kate.”

      I waved awkwardly.

      “I know you’ll all do your best to make her feel at home,” Carmilla added. “She’s family now.”

      Oh?

      My body stiffened. The last group of people to call me family were dead. As for my biological family? Might as well be. I had cut ties with all of them except my Tia Mimi, and what I shared with her could barely be called familial. A better word? Forced. I had little concept of family or what it really meant. Maybe that’s why I’d gotten wrapped in the Chantry of Selene. My time with them, while short, might have been whacky and a little problematic... but it had provided me with something I’d longed for. Acceptance.

      And just look how that ended.

      The strange sickness I’d battled since waking up earlier rolled over me again with a strong, sudden queasiness, almost drowning me. I coughed, one hand grasping at my throat in alarm. My legs buckled and I sank down into the nearest chair to keep from falling.

      Carmilla rose, moving to my side. “You’ve had quite a night, darling. The sun will be up soon. Brigid, did you find her some clothes?”

      “I did! They’re in her room.” Brigid patted my shoulder gently. “I didn’t want to assume your fashion style so tomorrow we can hop online and order more, if you like.”

      I wanted to respond but was afraid to open my mouth. I might hurl. I managed a weak nod. Her wide eyes glowed with empathy.

      “Later on, after we wake, I’ll be happy to show you around. You need rest right now. The first few days are a bear.”

      “No lie.” Ji-Huyn agreed, and the others all voiced commiseration.

      Carmilla helped me up slowly, eyes on me, “Tina, can you fetch me some Hair of The Dog from the bar? I’ll get her settled in then take my sleep.”

      This time, when we took the elevator, we went down.

      “The top floor belongs to me,” Carmilla explained. “Sleeping quarters are below ground. Easier to avoid the sun that way. The level beneath that is the gym. And lastly, the garage.”

      I nodded, struggling to keep my eyes open.

      The elevator stopped, doors opening to reveal long hallways in both directions. Carmilla headed to the left. I followed groggily, not paying much attention to my surroundings until we stopped several doors down. She slipped a key from her pocket, unlocked the door, and gently pushed me in.

      Looking around the room, I shook my head. The basement apartment I’d been renting could fit in here with room to spare.

      Not a huge fan of the décor but it’ll do for now.

      Beige walls decked with innocuous pieces of watercolor art. A bed, a desk, two walnut-colored dressers and a walk-in closet, all in neutral earth tones, trimmed in dark walnut. The crisp white sheets on the bed beckoned me, and I moved toward them, ready to collapse straight into sleep.

      “Not yet, my girl,” Carmilla said. “First, a good pull of this.”

      Tina had followed us and handed Carmilla a vial full of reddish liquid. The low light of a nearby faux oil lamp bounced off tiny ribbons of white swirling in the drink.

      I shook my head. “Is it the same stuff I drank earlier?”

      “It is. And you need to drink it. It will ease your aches and pains, allowing you to sleep. And sleep is restorative healing. So, drink up, lovey. You must stave off the thirst so you can focus on acclimating to your new life.”

      Life? Hah. I flapped my hands weakly when she tried to put the drink to my lips. “Stop that! I’m not a child.”

      I made an unhappy noise, taking the vial. I didn’t want to drink it. I didn’t want to believe this elixir would keep me from greater pain. I didn’t even know if I believed a word Carmilla said.

      What I did know was that, much as I railed against it, it had calmed my nerves earlier, filling me with a momentary sense of peace.

      Before I could think too much about it, I knocked it back like a tequila shooter, swallowing it in one gulp. Wisely, Carmilla didn’t say a single word, silently taking the empty vial back from me and pointing to the white, half opened door across the room.

      “Your bathroom. There are fresh towels and basic toiletries in the medicine cabinet. Your new clothes should be on the counter and—”

      A light rap on the door interrupted her speech. “Yes?”

      It opened slowly, revealing an incredibly tall black man with the girth and size of WWE wrestler gone rogue. His clean-shaven head shone under the brighter lights of the hall, a perfect foil to his large, sweet light blue eyes. His grey three-piece suit had zero winkles and fit him like a glove. It was impressive. Until I noticed the garish Sponge Bob tie.

      Sponge Bob? Really?

      “I’ve done a perimeter check and set the alarms for the night. Is there anything else?” His voice didn’t match his look; a light and musical tenor. He noticed me staring and gently smiled. “Hello, Miss Kate.”

      “Kate, this is my dear Zell. He is loyal, kind, and fierce. He keeps our cars maintained, he whips up a mean lobster thermidor, he’s the best driver on the West Coast, and he makes sure we have everything we need. There’s no one better.”

      Zell tilted his head down with a shy smile.

      “My dear, would you kindly stop by Kate’s apartment and gather her things?”

      “Of course.” He replied, turning my way. “Address?”

      “Actually, I was just renting a room.” Too tired to be distrusting, I gave him the address. “It’s the basement level. There’s stairs and a door on the side of the house so you don’t have to go through Scott and Lauren’s—”

      Scott and Lauren.

      I swallowed back a hard lump in my throat. Steering away from the subject of my landlords, I told him, “I’m going to warn you now, I don’t have much. Most of my things are in the large closet by the door.”

      “All right, Miss Kate. Goodnight to you both.” He shuffled out of the room, leaving me alone with Carmilla once more.

      I hated to admit it, but she’d been right about the elixir. Even now, it coursed through me, a cool, rushing peace, flowing through my entire body.

      “Oh no!” I patted myself down. “The apartment key!”

      “No need to worry, darling. Zell won’t need it. He’s quite creative.” She clapped her hands. “Now, I know you’re very tired, but do please have a shower before you retire. You’ll feel every so much better. We’ll talk more after sundown. In the meantime, here.” She handed me a single chrome key and a carefully folded scrap of paper. “Building key and floor codes.”

      Pausing before she disappeared through the door, she seemed to remember something. “Kate?”

      “Yeah?”

      She gave me a gentle smile. “You’re safe here. Please believe that. If you need anything, we’re all here for you. Goodnight,”

      Then she was gone, and I was alone.

      Twenty minutes later, I stood in the doorway of my bathroom, squeaky clean, wearing a pair of slate gray, loose woman’s sweats. My hair smelled of lavender and vanilla, my skin a bright red from the harsh scrubbing I’d given myself. Not a single wound remained on my body from the attack. I might’ve blanked the worst of it out, but I knew, in my core, I’d come through something I wasn’t supposed to. Because the pain of each wound was burned into my very soul, regardless of any physical reminder.

      A new lethargy filled me, pulling me down, hurrying me toward the silver sheeted bed. I climbed in, laying on my back and flinging an arm above my head. I stared at the ceiling, a million thoughts crowding my mind.

      Cults. Vampires. Detective Douchebag with bedroom eyes and a bad attitude. The new friends I lost. Carmilla and her crazy stories about evenfall.

      If I were to entertain the notion, it would appear I was some mutt form of fang banger, a hybrid.

      Everything Carmilla told me is true. It must be, because no other explanation holds up. I mean... I died. And came back. Either I’m exactly what she says I am... or she—and I—are both completely insane.

      My gaze fell on the nightstand and the flickering, pale pink light of the black electric oil lamp on it. Quaint. Cozy. My vision began to blur as I glanced around the room, then back to the ceiling.

      Something was off... but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      I looked around again, scanning the room.

      Then it dawned on me, even as sleep reached up with its snaky tendrils, wrapping around me to pull me under.

      Everything in the room cast a shadow. Bed, dresser, chairs, the outline of the lamp.

      Everything except me.
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      “What the hell is wrong with you, Stone?”

      The captain’s bullish roar would make most people flinch in their chairs. Not me. But only because the writhing, wormy shame in my gut compelled me to sit still and take my licks like a man.

      “Making rookie mistakes isn’t your usual M.O.!” He raged. “You lost the best and only witness we had on this one! Just let her walk away!”

      “You can stop chewing my ass now,” I snarled as I stared down into a paper cup full of black tea, which had gone cold. “It’s not changing flavors.”

      He lowered his gruff voice, finger stabbing the air. “I’m not the bad guy here, Sebastian. This case is gonna be played out in the media, we both know it. I can only run interference so long. So, instead of shoveling more bullshit, get it together, find that woman and solve this case.”

      He paused, taking off his cap and running a hand through his thick, silvering hair.

      “Look... that whole scene as a real clusterfuck. I get it. But if you don’t got the chops, I’ll have to reassign you.”

      Clamping my mouth shut, biting my tongue, I threw a mock salute and slammed out of his office. I wound my way back through the squad room, heading back to my desk.

      They made a chump of me!

      Somehow, Ms. Ramirez and her lawyer had confused me. Denying, deflecting. Why in God’s holy dine-in disco dive had I left them alone in that hospital room? Going for a cup of coffee I didn’t even want!

      I’d broken protocol as easily as snapping a skinny pine board over one knee. And if there was one thing I didn’t do, it was break protocol. I wasn’t known for playing fast and loose.

      The moment I’d stepped foot in the NBPD and saw the captain hanging out at the front desk, I knew I was in for a verbal beatdown. The captain dragged me into his office and proceeded to call me every nasty name he could think of, uninterrupted, for fifteen minutes.

      If it’d been anyone else, I’d have just walked out. Ken Keith had been one of my dad’s closest friends back in the day, though. They’d risen through the ranks together. The man was like an uncle to me.

      Which was why every word he’d hurled at me hit its mark with painful accuracy.

      Ignoring the salty whispers and shady side eye coming off the rest of the cops in the squad room, I slumped in my chair. Rarely did I get hauled across the carpet and certainly not in the last few years, but here I was, embroiled in a bouillabaisse of bullshit because I got Jedi mind tricked.

      A file sat dead center on my desk. A bright green sticky note was stuck to the front, covered in Sam’s chunky writing.

      Starter file for the Warehouse Murders. Photos, prelim report from the coroner. Bodies subject to labs. Prints found during dusting. Call me if you need to.

      Sam’s wife, Kim, was pregnant with their first kid, a boy, and the closer she got to the due date, the more Sam’s anxiety kicked in. Neither had any family out here and he hated leaving her alone. Hence, he currently worked split shifts.

      I stared hard at the file, torn between looking through it for more leads, or sticking with the one already nagging at me: finding out exactly who I was dealing with in the form of Katalina Ramirez and Carmilla Summers.

      Curiosity killed the cat.

      But satisfaction brought him back.

      I had names. A thorough computer search would reveal incidentals. I could find her again, I knew it.

      Except… I couldn’t.

      Because despite my best sleuthing, according to the Internet, Katalina Eleanor Villalobos Ramirez didn’t exist.

      And neither did the Balboa Citizens Attorneys.
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      Giving up on the basic identity search about an hour and a half later, I clocked out and headed home to my apartment. The whole way home, I stewed in rotten, ugly thoughts and steep disappointment. Fruitless irritation joined the unhappy gathering when I beheld the bright yellow Maintenance tape blocking off the elevator in my building.

      With a growl, I turned to the stairwell and prepared for the three-story march to my flat.

      Things got better, at least, as soon as I crossed the threshold into my nice, neat bachelor pad, and let the door swing shut behind me on all the gloomy shadows darkening my day. Setting my briefcase down, I shook the white bag I held in my right hand.

      “Daddy’s home! And I brought snacks!”

      Working from home would be better, I assured myself. I could get more done when left to my own devices, without the constant interruptions and needless gossip that others felt integral to the workplace.

      Plus, nobody at home put on a shitty cockney accent and called me My dear Watson whenever I brewed up a mug of tea.

      “Snacks from Cappy’s!”

      I rattled the bag again and was immediately rewarded by the sound of thundering feet from down the hallway. Light, excited panting punctuated each pounding step headed my way. From around the corner of my brown leather sofa and with a side bounce off the olive armchair opposite, a blur of white and blond shot my way, coming to a perfect stop at my feet. Wide brown eyes stared up at me, bright with greeting.

      My boy, Thorgi, the Pembroke Welsh Corgi. He’d happened to wander onto the premises the same day I signed the lease for this apartment. I’d just grabbed my new keys from the manager and headed outside to start unloading the moving truck when lo and behold, this fluffy ball of fur crossed my path. It was love at first woof for us both. After making sure he wasn’t someone’s missing pet, I officially adopted him.

      Of course, it made little difference. He’d already adopted me.

      Stocky and muscular, with a low-slung frame and a bunny’s twitchy rear, tiny ears standing at attention, Thorgi assailed me with a series of low grunts, huffs, and barks. Another dressing down.

      “I know its late! At least I’m home before the sun comes up.” I pointed at the bag. “C’mon, Thorg, I brought Cappy’s! Your favorite. Go grab some plates, boy!”

      He barked once, spinning and heading for the low kitchen rack where I kept paper plates, utensils, and napkins. With well-trained speed and a doggy grin, he grabbed the Dixies while I got the utensils for myself and napkins for us both.

      On the pass-through between my kitchen and dining room, inside a fancy fish tank my mother bought me shortly before she passed, swam my seven-year-old goldfish, Doctor Strange. She was a beautiful, shimmering white with splashes of shining orange dotting her body. She was a snot, though: as soon as I neared the kitchen, she pressed her face to the interior glass, giving me wall-eyed attitude as I approached.

      Selecting a shaker of freeze-dried bloodworms from my fish supplies, I smiled. “I didn’t forget you, Picky Gills. Treats for you, too.”

      After feeding the fish, I washed up and slipped into a pair of black sleep pants and matching tank top. Returning to the couch, I divvied up Thorgi’s plain hamburger and fries, cutting them into small pieces. Setting his food on the floor, I dug in the bag again and grabbed my own BLT. I made short work of it before clearing a spot on the coffee table and digging out my laptop.

      I retrieved my specs and pulled out the case file of my newest obsession. My long search back at the station had brought up absolutely nothing in terms of Carmilla Summers and her supposed law office. Aggravating, but with a little extra elbow grease, I could probably track her down. The woman was not inconspicuous.

      Katalina Eleanor Villalobos Ramirez, however, was a much different story.

      I couldn’t find her on any social media, nor any of the directories we used for running records. I had her name but a search of the DMV, Social Security, and other various databases in which she should have a hit, all came up snake eyes.

      It was as if she were an illusion that once glimpsed, ceased to exist.

      Shoving the laptop away in disgust, I turned to the file again, plucking out the photos.

      No stranger to terrible crimes, bloodshed, or gore, even I had to admit these roiled my gut. They brought on a wave of sickness far beyond any physical retching.

      This crime had been no accident, nor a random act of God. Some animal went apex predator and slaughtered these people with absolutely no regard for life in general.

      In fact, pushed to make a call, I’d have to say whoever did it had a twisted, raunchy lust for death.

      I flipped through the photos before tossing them back into the folder. It was still early, of course, but the lack of any identifying documents or belongings on the victims nagged at me.

      Thirteen people go to a party... and none of them brings a purse, wallet, driver’s license, or cell phone?

      Maybe the killer had taken them. Robbery seemed doubtful, given the nature of the murders, but a smart monster might have done it to hide certain details of their victims. Or—if they were really sick, and I was more than a little certain they were—they might have taken certain tokens as trophies.

      I chewed over that for several moment, then shook my head and crossed out the note I’d made on my notepad. Trophies might explain a lack of certain jewelry or, more gruesomely, body parts, but taking ID cards and cell phones was a little too convenient to be done on a whim. At the same time, though, how could the killer have been certain they collected everything, and how much time would it have taken them to do so?

      Gang-related? Organized crime? Extreme social media prank gone bad?

      I jotted each of these down and rejected them one by one. Finally, I threw up my hands and leaned back in my chair with a grown. I needed evidence, not a rousing game of duck-duck-goose. Every moment wasted made it that much harder to solve cases like this.

      My thoughts ran back to Ms. Ramirez. How the hell did a person simply not exist in any database?

      No IDs, no cell phones... would all the victims come up zeroes when I searched them, too? Or is someone covering up something?

      Thorgi chose that moment to jump up on my lap, scattering papers left and right. “Oof!”

      He burrowed wildly: his way of telling me I wasn’t giving him enough attention. Or that I was paying too much attention to something that wasn’t him. He had a knack for knowing when I needed him most. He was a pure soul, a beauty that deserved cherishing.

      “All right, canine god of thunder. Have at thee!”

      We ended up on the floor, roughhousing and wrestling around for several minutes until he went limp in the cradle of my arm, on his back, replete with happiness, tongue lolling out playfully. I gave him a generous helping of belly rubs before sitting up, letting him slide back to the floor.

      Chuckling, I gathered up the loose sheets of paper and photos, shuffling them back into order on the table. Hearing a sharp tearing sound, I saw Thorgi had a single sheet in his mouth, one paw holding the paper down while he tugged with those rounded teeth of his.

      “No! Thorgi! Good boy status will be immediately revoked unless you let go!”

      He stopped thrashing, big honey-colored eyes blinking rapidly, as though he perfectly understood me. He huffed in consternation before letting the paper loose and trotting down the hallway toward the bedroom. A few seconds later, the door slammed shut and I burst out laughing. That damn dog always put a smile on my face.

      Picking up the paper he’d nearly shredded, I glanced at it—then froze.

      What the hell? How had I not thought of that?

      I’d only known Ms. Ramirez a few hours and already she was throwing all sorts of wrenches into the reliable, well-oiled machine of my deductive training.

      The paper Thorgi had ripped apart was a sheet with both Kate and Carmilla’s names on it. It lay in four separate pieces, but it was the way he’d torn it up that caught my attention. Katalina Eleanor and Villalobos Ramirez now lay separated on different pieces.

      An alias! She could have used an alias!

      If she was in the system under an alias somewhere, an attempt to erase her records could have missed it. It was a long shot, but it was all I had. Scrambling back to my laptop, I opened it back up and tried a few variations.

      Katalina Ramirez. Nothing. Katalina Villalobos. Nada.

      Think, Seb!

      Staring harder, I dropped Katalina to Kate. Typed in Kate Eleanor. Hit enter.

      And waited.

      Whooping in joy, I leapt up from the couch in victory as a rap sheet full of misdemeanors loaded up on my screen.

      I got you! I. Got. You.

      Disorderly conduct. Petty theft. Petty theft. Disorderly conduct. Jaywalking. Disorderly. Not surprising, knowing that attitude. No contact information or place of residence listed, though.

      Hmmm. What about an emergency contact?

      And there it was. A recurring name and number under Contact in Case of Emergency.

      Marie ‘Mimi’ Ramirez. Kate’s aunt. Also, her cash cow when it came to bail money, apparently.

      Excited, I grabbed my cell phone, punching out the number. The woman lived in Houston, Texas. It was nearly 5 am here so…7 am there.

      Was it too early to call?

      Oh. Well.

      It rang five times before a stern, feminine voice snapped. “Katalina? I see this is a California number, so I know it’s you. You’ve got to stop this, mija. So soon after last time?”

      She switched into a flow of fluid Spanish, barely taking a breath.

      “This isn’t Katalina,” I interrupted. She paused, and I took advantage of the momentary silence.

      “I’m Detective Sebastian Stone from the Newport Beach Police Department. I’m trying to track your niece down. Do you have a num—”

      “What did she do now?” Resignation pooled deep in her voice. It wasn’t her first rodeo with Kate, evidently.

      “We’re conducting an investigation of a murder and—”

      “Ay, Dios! Stop right there. Kate is guilty of many flaws but there is no way that girl could ever kill someone!”

      “No, no.” Little early to sound so certain of a woman I didn’t know, but fact was, Kate was more witness than suspect. Currently. “Look, Ms. Ramirez. Kate is currently being sought as a witness. She, ah, managed to slip away before I could get her number, so I was hoping you could help me.”

      A long pause, then an edgy reply. “She doesn’t have a phone you can reach her at, detective, but if you’ll give me your information, I will pass it on when I hear from her again.”

      “Ma’am, with respect, that won’t work. This is an ongoing, open investigation. I need to speak with Kate urgently. She could be in danger.”

      Frosty silence for a few heartbeats. “She is danger, detective. From the day she came into this world, she refused to listen to those who know better. Ran away from home after her quinceanera and never looked back. Never happy with her life, that one. Spiteful, illogical and unreasonable.”

      My patience ran thin. “Ms. Ramirez. If you willfully withhold this information from me, I can charge you with obstruction. Or you can give me access to Kate and kiss this conversation goodbye.”

      A long, irritated sigh echoed down the line before she spoke again. “I don’t know if the number still works. Last we spoke, she mentioned getting rid of it or not needing it. She’d been hanging out with a new group of people who didn’t much buy into technology. It’s all I have to give.”

      “It’s all I need.”

      Quickly she muttered the number. Once. Then she promptly hung up on me, but I was already dialing it.

      “Hey, this is Kate. Leave a message. And good luck if you’re expecting a reply…”
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      I woke to a peculiar buzzing sound, somewhere in the dim room around me. Blinking, I rose, and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. An odd, unpleasant kind of vertigo took hold of me, like getting up too quickly after having had too much wine.

      Or too much blood.

      I put a hand to my head and groaned.

      Bzz. Bzz.

      I reached out to turn on the lamp on the bedside table. Glancing back and forth, I expected to find an alarm clock. Did vampires need alarm clocks? Maybe Carmilla wanted me up bright and early so she could boggle me with more Tales of the Strange and Peculiar. Would I at least get breakfast? Doubtful. Just more of her supplier’s special plasma concoctions.

      Oh, God. This is really happening, isn’t it? I really did die in that fucking warehouse and now I’m... I’m...

      I pinched myself hard on the arm. Get your shit together, Kate! Don’t break down and start blubbering. Find that alarm clock and make it stop buzzing!

      It wasn’t exactly the right kind of sound for an alarm clock, though. More like...

      “A phone,” I whispered to myself.

      Throwing back the covers, I swung myself out of bed and searched for the source of the sound. About ten seconds later it quit, though; whoever was on the other end gave up, probably. I searched for the light switch and found it at last, banishing the hot, crowding shadows.

      Still feel so hot... what’s a girl gotta do to get a frozen daquiri around here?

      On top of everything else, my teeth hurt. I opened my mouth to massage my gums—then immediately dropped my hand back to my side. All at once, I didn’t want to find out what was behind the sudden toothache.

      Then I noticed it. A large packing box, the kind usually filled with Styrofoam peanuts around an expensive delivery, sat at the foot of the bed. It hadn’t been there the night before.

      Carmilla said Zell would pick up my things.

      I took a tentative step toward the box. I didn’t want to think about how Zell, Carmilla’s hulking giant, would have come into my room to drop it off and then slip out again without waking me. Of course, it must be my belongings, recovered from the basement apartment of the house where I’d been crashing the last few weeks.

      I didn’t have much, and it would all easily fit into a box this size. Yet for some reason, I expected some kind of nasty surprise. A hideous, oversized, spring-loaded jack puppet with a too-wide grin and a cracked, mottled face. Some kind of roadkill. The head of Gwyneth Paltrow.

      Don’t be an idiot, Kate. Just open the stupid thing.

      Gingerly, I did. And let out a huff of annoyance at myself when, naturally, it contained my familiar clothes, a few soft, dog-eared paperbacks, my brown leather purse, and—

      My phone.

      That’s what was buzzing. But... who’s calling me? Only Tia Mimi has this number, and she never calls me.

      It was a cheap, pre-paid brick of a phone I kept around only for emergencies. Sometimes those emergencies were calling my tia for help in the form of money for an urgent care visit or bail.

      I peered at the screen. Fourteen missed calls? That’s not Tia Mimi’s number.

      My parents? Had she cracked and told them how to find me? I didn’t recognize the number as theirs, but they might have changed it since I left. I wouldn’t put it past my father to have bought his own burner cell, just to call from a strange number in hopes I might pick up.

      The voicemail icon flashed. I hit the corresponding button and listened.

      “Ms. Ramirez, this is Detective Stone. Remember me? The cop you ghosted last night with your fake lawyer?”

      Oh, fuck. He’d found my number. Worse, he’d found my aunt.

      “Shit!” I hissed, slamming my fist against the footboard of the bed. What did he tell her?

      “Now, listen, Ms. Ramirez,” his message continued, “you’re not in any trouble. Yet. I realize I might have come across a little too harsh last night, but we were all under a great deal of stress. I need you to come down to the precinct and just talk to me about what happened. Okay? It’ll all go much better if you just come down and talk.”

      “Yeah, for sure,” I grumbled, scowling at the phone. “We’ll just have a nice little chat over tea, won’t we, detective?”

      The next couple of messages were like that: calm, polite, very diplomatic. Everything will be fine if you come peacefully of your own free will and tell me all about the big, bad, vampire death cult.

      Simple. Except I didn’t remember anything about what happened. And I didn’t want to.

      After message number three he started to sound agitated. After number five he dropped all pretense and promised if I continued to avoid him, the situation would get much, much worse. He’d arrest me if he had to. He’d arrest my tia if that’s what it took.

      After message seven, I stopped listening and pressed the button for “Delete All”.

      I didn’t want Stone going after Tia Mimi. What could I do, though? Sitting on the floor with my back against the footboard, I hugged my knees to my chest, taking a long, heavy breath, then letting it out in a sigh.

      The dizziness returned—the “too-much-wine” feeling. I hadn’t drunk any wine, though. I’d drunk blood. Rabbit’s blood. What had Carmilla said? It was good for someone in my condition.

      But what as my condition?

      Still so hot. Not as bad as last night, and my eyes don’t hurt so badly. But now my head aches like someone hit me with a brick. And my teeth—

      In one slow, hesitant motion, I opened my mouth and ran my tongue over my canines.

      They... they don’t feel any different...

      “Maybe the fangs don’t come till later,” I muttered. As if in response, my stomach growled. I was ravenous.

      I stood, digging a pair of blue jeans and a clean top from my cardboard box and dressing. I slipped the phone into my pocket out of habit and dug into my purse. If anyone else had been responsible for bringing my things back to me, I’d rifle through my wallet, the hidden inner pockets, even the coin pouch, certain to find cash missing. Something about Zell, though, gave me the impression he was far too professional to stoop to such things. Heck, I doubted he’d have even helped himself to an after-coffee mint from the smooth little tin at the bottom of the bag.

      Mm, coffee sounds good. In fact, it sounds divine. And a toasted bagel slathered in cream cheese.

      What were the rules on a baby vampire heading to Starbucks, I wondered? I hadn’t heard anyone’s voices or any other people up and about in the hall since I woke. Nothing but the irritating buzz of my phone. According to the outdated green display, it was just after seven. Early, for vampires?

      This is insane. This is too much. This is—

      I shut my eyes tight on the thoughts before they got out of control. I would go to Starbucks. I would sit down with a drink and something to eat, and then I’d think about all these insane, impossible things over some spicy Sumatra. Then, surely, I’d be able to deal with it like a rational human adult.

      Except according to Carmilla, I’m not human anymore.

      The place sounded utterly silent. Abandoned, even. Thanks to the phone buzzing, maybe I’d woken up before any of the others, and they were all still doing the sleep of the dead in their respective coffins, so to speak.

      Maybe I could leave. Take my box and just go. I’d done the disappearing act plenty of times before, after all. Zell had grabbed my duffel bag along with my other belongings—I always kept the zippers padlocked together so he’d had to throw it in the box as he found it, half packed, on top of everything else. It would only take a couple of minutes to throw the rest of the things into it, and then I could be out the door. Really, who could stop me? I was a grown woman, after all. They couldn’t keep me prisoner.

      Mind made up, I unlocked the duffel bag and stuffed my clothes into it. I grabbed a crumpled set of bills from my wallet and shoved them into my hip pocket before throwing the wallet and purse in the duffel as well, then the paperbacks, before zipping it up and slinging it over one shoulder.

      The halls were dark and empty, just as I’d expected. A path of dimly glowing footlights lined the walls, keeping away total blackness, but the shadowy stillness set me on edge. Which direction for the elevators? I couldn’t recall, and the last thing I wanted to do was bumble around in a dark maze like a lab rat until Carmilla or one of the other women found me.

      I lay a hand on the wall, remembering a trick a high school friend once taught me: always turn left to get out of a maze. Or... was it always turn right?

      It doesn’t matter, just keep your hand on the wall and keep turning the same direction. It has to take you somewhere eventually!

      I started walking.

      Thank goodness the floor is carpeted. It’s so freaking quiet down here you could hear a mouse fart.

      Either the trick worked, or I’d turned the right way out of pure luck. It didn’t take long before I turned a corner and found the elevator bank, lit by the glow of a single wall sconce between the two silent cars, and the illuminated call buttons below it.

      I pressed the button pointing up, shifting restlessly from foot to foot. All at once a nervous energy filled my body, and the heat under my skin seemed worse than ever, like the thick, baking heat inside a car that’s sat in the sun for several hours. I would have expected to be dripping with sweat by now, but—

      The dead don’t sweat.

      “Damnit, I am not dead!” I assured myself in a harsh whisper. “If anything, I’m undead. Undead means not dead!”

      A sudden chime in the darkness made me jump, whipping my head back and forth. Then grim embarrassment filled me: the elevator. Duh. Still, my limbs started to tremble. When the door slid smoothly open, I rushed in, jamming the Close Doors button over and over.

      Damn, I’m so jittery my teeth are almost chattering. What is wrong with me? I’m not doing anything wrong, here. I have a right to leave if I don’t want to be here. They can’t stop me!

      What if they decided to try anyway?

      What if I’d gone from one essentially harmless, if deluded, cult of vampire groupies, to one with much more serious, even psychotic, intentions?

      “C’mon, c’mon,” I urged the elevator as the doors closed and the subtle hum of the car filled my ears.

      It seemed to take forever to ascend just one floor, and even longer for the doors to open again once the elevator stopped. Then, though, they did open, and a sense of triumph overtook me at the sight of the small business lobby, silent and still, sunlight streaming through the windows.

      Thrilled to be back in the normal world rather than the silent, eerie nest of rooms and sleeping strangers below, I adjusted my duffel bag on my shoulder and strode out from the elevator bank to head for the door.

      The instant I stepped out of the shaded alcove between the staircases, a furious, fiery pain swarmed over my skin like stinging insects. It felt like fine slivers of glass all over my skin—like gunpowder sparking and catching light.

      I screamed as my flesh began to burn.
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      “Whoa, there, girl, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      A strong arm looped around my waist and pulled me back from the bright lobby floor, behind one of the flights of stairs. The furious burning sensation continued a moment longer but then flared out, leaving me raw and stinging, like an awful sunburn. The smell of sulfur filled the air.

      The man who’d yanked me out of the sun looked like he’d just walked off the set of a western. He wore a black cowboy hat and a long, thick wool duster over beautifully dark blue jeans and a simple black, button-up shirt. Curls of thick, rich black hair escaped the hat along the sides and back, and he had a bushy, neatly groomed moustache and goatee. A single fine streak of white cut through it, as if someone had taken a knife and slashed straight down the right side of his mouth, leaving a shock of snowy whiskers instead of a scar.

      Staring at him, I remembered what Carmilla had said the night before. One does appreciate a nicely chiseled jaw. This man certainly fit the bill, though the effect was softened a bit by the facial hair. His eyes were a sparkling, bright blue, though, not green, like Detective Stone’s. I might have been blown away by his rugged good looks, until my eyes dropped to his thick leather belt and the old, heavy revolver holstered on his hip.

      “Ah,” he said, sizing me up with a glance. His smooth drawl had a touch of midwestern accent. “You’re the new girl, aren’t you? Taking your chances with the sun? Sorry, new girl, but I don’t think you’re a day-walker.”

      “Day-walker?” My lips were numb as I repeated the word, staring blankly back at him.

      “One of the evenfall who can handle sunlight. Brigid and Brian lucked out in that regard. You, not so much.”

      He closed his fingers around my reddened forearm, and I jerked it back. “Ow! Shit, that hurt!”

      “I figured. So maybe don’t go waltzing around willy-nilly before dark.”

      “Who are you?” I demanded.

      “The girls call me Quin.” He held out a hand. I peered at him, dubious, and didn’t take it. After a second, he withdrew it, planting it on his hip instead. “And you’re Kate, right? Or is it... shoot, Carmilla told me... Katarina? Katrina?”

      “Kate’s fine,” I mumbled.

      “Come on upstairs with me, Kate.” He gestured me back toward the elevator bank. “I’ll whip you up something to eat.”

      “Eat?” Now he had my full attention. I went before him and he followed, hitting the elevator button. He took us to the second floor, into the lounge where I’d met Carmilla’s pack of brides the night before. Quin waved a hand toward the bar, inviting me to sit on one of the high leather bar stools, as he slipped behind the counter and began rummaging through bottles and glasses.

      “Isn’t it a little early for liquor?” I asked, slinging my duffel bag down at the base of the stool.

      He chuckled. “You’re already on the graveyard shift, it sounds like. It’s almost seven-thirty p.m. Easy to get mixed up, though, here on the coast. Summer sun stays out until eight.”

      “Yeah...” I rubbed at the back of my neck, suspecting the excuse was meant to spare my feelings and gloss over the fact I had already started thinking of sunset as my new ‘bright and early’.

      “You said I could get something to eat?” I reminded him.

      “Working on it right now.”

      To my dismay, he arranged a set of bottles and a tall glass along the bar top and began mixing a drink with a distinctly familiar ruby base. I didn’t recognize the other ingredients, but I could guess they weren’t Jack Daniels or Kahlua or Blue Curacao.

      Finishing the drink off with a hit of something that might have been grenadine, he slid the glass across to me. “Drink up.”

      I stared down at the glass without taking it. I sensed Quin’s eyes on me and wondered if this was some kind of test.

      “I don’t want that,” I said finally, pushing it back toward him.

      “You’ve got to have blood, Kate.”

      His tone softened, filled with a note of understanding. He leaned his elbows on the bar, looking me straight in the face. “I know it’s hard, at first. Takes some getting used to. I made it sweet to try and lessen the metallic taste, but I can do it up however you like. But either way you’ve got to have it. Especially now, during the change.”

      “Is it...” I stared at the glass, swallowing back a bad taste in my mouth. “Is it human?”

      “Nope.” With a tentative sigh, he explained, “Human blood... it can mess you up. Make you more animal than person, and hook you like a drug. True vamps don’t seem to let that bother them, but Carmilla believes in something better for you lot.”

      “Rabbit, then?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Mostly. A few other prey animals, plus some compounds to help you get through the next couple of days. When you’re stronger you will need heartier stock like pig or baboon, but most of the evenfall find those a little overwhelming at first.”

      He nudged the glass toward me again, and I accepted it, wrapping my fingers around the base but not quite ready to drink.

      “Are you one of them?” My voice came out in a near whisper. “An evenfall?”

      “Nope.” He straightened and thumped a fist against his chest. “One hundred percent gen-yoo-ine human. And only females become evenfall. Males either end up full-blown bloodsucker or a dried-up, malformed mess that has a particularly nasty time dying.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “But isn’t Brian an...”

      “That is Brian’s tale to tell, if he feels like telling it. I made the mistake of trying to speak for him once and Carmilla came down on me like a mama hawk. So not another word from me.”

      He drew an imaginary zipper across his lips, then bent to retrieve a small, segmented tray from under the counter. I’d seen trays like it before, used to hold various drink garnishes like green olives, lime wedges, and cherries. Quin’s, though, held an odd assortment of things I didn’t recognize at all. One portion contained fine, bottle-green grains, like salt stained with food coloring. Another contained a powdery, yellow substance molded and shrink-wrapped into little rosebud shapes that made me think of bath bombs. Next to those, a collection of vials full of what appeared to be baking soda.

      There were other, more familiar items in his tray, too, though nothing I’d ever seen behind a bar before. Honey sugar straws. Sesame seeds. A baggie full of shriveled, dark mushroom caps.

      “What the hell are all those for?” I asked.

      He scooped up a few dried asparagus spears and produced an oversized, frontiersman’s bowie knife to begin chopping them. Without looking up from the work, he told me, “Drink up. Then maybe I’ll tell you.”

      I scowled. He continued chopping without a word.

      Picking up the glass, I peered at the concoction—the blood cocktail. It looked thick and too bright, like the wildly fake blood in a Hammer horror film. Maybe it was just my state of mind. It didn’t smell bad, though, to my surprise. I’d expected something rotten and coppery, but whatever Quin had mixed in had given it a sweet and savory scent: like a rare steak topped with a sweet glaze. That couldn’t just be the grenadine, could it?

      My stomach growled again. Taking a deep breath, I pinched my nose, squinched my eyes shut, and threw back the drink, chugging it as fast as I could before I had to think too hard about what was in it.

      “Now there’s a good girl,” Quin said as I brought the empty glass down perhaps a little too hard on the bar top.

      I gave a soft, rasping cough and thumped my chest. “Will you tell me now what all these ingredients are?”

      I poked at one of the floral shapes.

      “Those are flowers of brimstone.” He stopped chopping the asparagus spears and picked up one of the powdery, yellow rosebuds. “The girls who sell them to me prepare them in these clever soap molds. Helps to tell them apart from some of the other compounds. This is green vitriol, and that’s lapis infernalis.” He pointed to the green grains and then the substance I’d thought to be baking soda, respectively.

      I stared at him. “Yeah, I’m not sure I’ve ever heard of those being used in a cocktail before.”

      “That’s because there are so few bartenders out there of my particular caliber,” he replied with a smarmy grin.

      I opened my mouth to ask another question, when the chime of the elevator sounded and two of the women I’d met last night strolled into the lounge. The acerbic, dark-haired girl, Ji-Huyn, stretched her arms up over her head with a huge yawn as she padded to the bar and took the stool next to mine. Brigid, the lovely redhead, greeted me with a delighted smile. Her furry friend Dagda rode high on her left shoulder, bright eyes locked on me.

      “Good morning, dear! How did you sleep?”

      Like the dead, I almost told her, then stopped myself before I could put my foot in my mouth. Would that particular turn of phrase upset them? Carmilla might have introduced them as evenfall, vampire females only partway transformed, but I got the sense tender Brigid might be hurt by the jibe, while Ji might just get angry.

      “I slept all right,” I said instead, and Brigid beamed.

      “What can I get you ladies?” Quin asked them.

      “Spiced Twilight for me, please,” Brigid replied, taking the stool on the other side of Ji. “Thank you, my darling.”

      “Demon Bull,” Ji said. Quin moved aside his weird tray of mysterious ingredients to whip up their drinks. As far as I could see, Ji’s Demon Bull was made of blood, Red Bull, and copious amounts of hot sauce. The Spiced Twilight, on the other hand, started with red wine, a dash of the substance Quin called green vitriol, and was garnished with one of the honey straws. Reaching under the bar, he produced a small segment of actual honeycomb and put it out for Dagda, who scrambled down from Brigid’s shoulder with a gleeful chirping sound.

      A buzz from my pocket startled me and I gave a jolt. The others turned my way, inquisitive expressions on their faces, as I withdrew my phone and checked the number, already sure it would be Detective Stone. In a pique, I jabbed the button to answer and snapped, “What do you want?”

      A pause on the other end. He hadn’t expected me to answer. He cleared his throat, and then said, “Well, well. She lives.”

      Do I?

      “Had a good day, Ms. Ramirez? I hope it was chock full of some really riveting activities, since you seem to have been too busy to return any of my calls.”

      “Or maybe,” I said, “and, hear me out here: I just don’t like you.”

      That earned a smirk from Ji. Brigid covered her mouth with one hand before she could spit out her drink.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass if you like me,” the detective said. “But you can’t keep ducking my questions. You’re a material witness in this case, lady, and if you insist on being coy, I’m going to start thinking maybe you’re covering something up.”

      “Really?” I reached out and snatched a honey straw from Quin’s tray and bit off one waxy end, sucking a little taste of syrup. “I thought you were fairly adamant I wasn’t under suspicion.”

      “Oh, so you did listen to my messages.”

      “Yes, I did. And I’m telling you, detective, we have nothing to talk about. I don’t remember anything about last night before your stunning performance as Bad Cop in my hospital room. You met my lawyer. Any further communication can be directed to her.”

      Ji and Brigid both flashed me a thumbs up. Quin produced a flash from the inner pocket of his coat and took a quick swig, then scooped up the chopped asparagus pieces and produced a roughly carved stone bowl to drop them in. Next he retrieved a short, stubby baton made of the same material. A mortar and pestle, I recalled from somewhere back in my high school days. He started grinding the asparagus into powder.

      “Your lawyer is a lying bitch, Ms. Ramirez,” Stone snarled. “Her credentials are about as real as a Florida man’s photo of Bigfoot. That woman is looking at some serious fraud charges, and the only reason I’m not tossing them at you, too, is that it was clear when she walked in that you didn’t know her from Adam. Lucky for you, because you’re already racking up an impressive amount of trouble for impeding an investigation.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “First of all, everyone knows Florida has skunk apes, not Bigfoot.”

      “Right, because that’s the takeaway here.”

      “Second, I will say this one more time. I don’t remember anything about last night. I don’t want to remember anything. I literally cannot tell you anything else, so you’re wasting your time by continuing to harass me. Just leave me alone.”

      “Kate, you know I can’t—”

      “Goodbye,” I said firmly, and hit the End Call button as hard as I could, irritated that I couldn’t slam the phone down hard in some plastic cradle to really get the point across.

      “You tell him, girl,” said Ji, raising her drink to me.

      “Thanks,” I grumbled. My stomach gave another unexpected growl, and I slid my glass toward Quin. “I’ll have another of whatever you made me before. Sorry I don’t know the house menu.”

      “We call that one the Sanguine Slammer,” Quin remarked proudly, taking the glass and giving it a thorough rinse before starting a fresh drink.

      It took less than a full minute before my phone started buzzing again. Without even looking at the number, I hit the Ignore button. Seconds later, it buzzed again.

      “Dude, that guy’s got a serious hard-on for you.” Ji finished her Demon Bull and grabbed a honey straw for herself.

      “If it lasts any longer, he’s going to need to consult his physician,” I growled, and slid the phone back into my pocket.

      “Poor girl, you’ve been through so much.” Brigid rose from her seat and came to my side, laying her hands gently on my shoulders. I almost pushed her away—the swift progression to familiar, affectionate touch set me on edge, bringing up too many associations with the Chantry of Selene and all the “brothers and sisters” who’d died last night. Before I could, though, a soothing wave of comfort enveloped me, and I relaxed.

      Ji slapped a hand on the bar. “I’ve got an idea. Carmilla’s busy making arrangements for some big benefit she’s got later this week, so she can’t play the vampire schoolmarm tonight, anyway. Let’s get you out of the house for a while. Turn off your phone and let’s go out dancing.”

      “Ji, do you think that’s wise?” Brigid hedged. “While she’s still going through the change?”

      “She’ll be fine, Brij! Carmilla won’t mind as long as we all go.” Turning her attention back to me, she explained, “There’s this place just a couple of blocks off the pier: Mika’s Barracuda Bar. Mostly late-night beach bums who don’t like the noise or the crowds at the Fun Zone. There won’t be many folks there on a weeknight, but they’ve got some great live music. It’ll help take the edge off for you.”

      “Well, as long as you ask Carmilla first,” Brigid said. “In fact, I’ll make it easy for you. I’ll ask.”

      “Even better.” Ji sucked the last of the honey from her straw. “She definitely won’t say no to you.”

      Drinks and dancing with a pack of part-vampire women I’d just met? My mind screamed at me not to go, not to play into the insanity of the situation. It was the Chantry all over again, complete with booze and beautiful promises, built on madness. I’d been welcomed there—I’d been recognized, even understood, in some ways.

      But look how that turned out.

      Ji had even suggested I turn off my phone, which had been mandatory in the Chantry. In fact, we’d been expected to turn over our phones to the group’s deacons. No phones, no personal devices, no electronics to distract congregants from nightly communion. They hadn’t even allowed wristwatches. In retrospect, maybe that should have been a red flag.

      Even in my most receptive moments, lulled by the companionable people and their easy affirmation, I hadn’t been able to give up my phone—my one connection to Tia Mimi. So, I’d always left it behind and pretended I didn’t have one at all.

      My stomach knotted. No, going out with these girls was a bad idea. I’d just be trading one doomed group of vampire fanatics for a different, more deluded one, and I’d had enough.

      But are they really deluded? I am changing. I drank the blood. I burned in the sunlight. It’s not like the Chantry at all.

      Everything had suddenly gotten so impossibly weird, and so fucking complicated.

      The phone buzzed again, and I thought my head might explode.

      “All right,” I said as Quin offered me my second drink. I took a long swig, far less anxious this time as I easily dismissed thoughts of the main ingredient. “Fuck Detective Stone. Fuck this whole damn day. Let’s go out.”
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      “Dammit!”

      I slammed the phone down after reaching the standardized message telling me this user’s mailbox was full. I fought the urge to snatch it right back up and dial again, driven by some crazy idea if I just smashed the buttons hard enough, Kate. Ramirez would answer again. Clearly, she wasn’t going to.

      Thorgi whined at me from his spot on the couch and wagged his nub of a tail. I collapsed beside him with an aggravated sigh, and he jumped into action, piling onto my lap and attacking me with a barrage of face licking.

      “C’mon, down,” I grumbled, though I didn’t put up much of a fight. After a few minutes, though, I shooed him from my lap and rose again to pace across my living room.

      “She’s never going to answer that phone as long as she thinks I’m on the other end. I’ve got to give it a break.”

      I’d worked on plenty of cases in the past with uncooperative witnesses, keeping details hidden for hundreds of reasons: out of shame or fear; to protect themselves, or maybe somebody else; using the dangling carrot of key information to negotiate a sweet deal when it became clear they were guilty of their own crimes.

      Ms. Ramirez—Kate—was definitely hiding something, and my gut said it was something that could blow this whole case open.

      “And that’s why I keep calling,” I told my dog. He stared at me, tongue lolling out in a winningly clueless grin.

      I grabbed the phone but didn’t dial her number. Not yet. I crossed to my kitchen, setting it on the counter as I rummaged in the fridge for something to eat. From her tank on the pass-through, Doctor Strange watched me with curious, impatient round eyes.

      “I know, I know.” After setting out fresh sandwich fixings for myself, I tapped a sprinkling of coral-colored fish flakes into her water. “I’m getting stuck on this angle. The medical examiner probably has some IDs by now on the other victims. Sam or the forensic techs might have turned up something new at the scene. I should let Ramirez go for the time being and look at the other evidence.”

      Doctor Strange chased the fish flakes in a flurry, as though to let any of them hit the bottom of the tank meant to lose them forever, and who could possibly know when her next meal would come?

      “Goldfish,” I muttered at Thorgi. “So dramatic.”

      The short-legged canine hopped down from the couch and hustled to me, wagging his whole hind end with enthusiasm as I prepared myself a gourmet specialty of bologna and cheese. I slipped him a half-slice of the lunchmeat as I worked.

      All the while, I kept glancing back at the phone. How long to give Kate before I tried calling again? Was there any hope at all she’d pick up now, after our brief but contentious exchange?

      “I shouldn’t have called her lawyer a lying bitch,” I muttered, slapping the slice of white bread on top of the finished sandwich and taking a bite. Thorgi followed me closely as I returned to the living room and sat on the couch, staring at the case file on the coffee table before me. By the time I finished my sandwich, I’d almost convinced myself to call Sam and spitball some ideas off him about the scene, the victims, hell, anything but Kate Ramirez.

      Then, though, I came across one of the more gruesome file photos: one of the deceased, a man in a flamboyant suit and velvet cape that looked like it came from a high school drama club costume closet. Gothic and theatrical. Most of the victims had been dressed like that. My initial thought was that we’d come across an interactive dinner performance or a themed underground rave.

      The man in the photo had worn a white ascot decorated with a gaudy gold brooch of some sort, but that wasn’t what caught my eye. It was his throat. Slashed wide open. The unknown weapon had cut deep enough to strike the larynx, meaning this victim probably hadn’t had time to scream.

      Kate had a wound like that. Not as deep, obviously. Not as deadly. But she had a wound. I didn’t just imagine it.

      Back to Ramirez again.

      That goddamn injury. How had it just disappeared?

      The cynical side of me was certain she had something to do with the murders. I’d come up with exactly one explanation for the vanishing slash to the throat: theater makeup, applied ahead of time so she could hide among the dead and avoid suspicion. Accomplice, maybe, to a psychotic killer boyfriend who’d fled the scene? Bonnie to some goth punk Clyde; Caril Ann to a Charlie Starkweather with a dramatic love for Phantom of the Opera. Even that theory came with more holes than a swanky golf resort, though.

      It was bizarre. It nagged at me so much, I’d more or less skipped over looking at Kate as a witness or a victim, going straight to deciding she was a suspect.

      Okay, so go back to when you found her in the warehouse. Forget the magical disappearing throat slash and look at her again.

      Lying in a pool of blood among a dozen dead bodies. In a warehouse dressed up like a broody aristocrat’s lounge. I closed my eyes to visualize the space: red velvet couches, high-backed Chesterfield armchairs, black and gray cushions, a heavy coffee table. Even through the overwhelming smell of the dead, the sharp, acrid reek of incense hung in the air. In the very center of the room, a long dining table. Several bodies slumped over scattered plates, broken glasses, candelabras, and smeared food. It had been difficult to discern what they’d served, but the medical examiner should have the answer by now.

      “Not everyone was sitting at the table,” I murmured to myself as I replayed our discovery in my head. “There were six chairs on either side, but only a few of the victims were in them. Ramirez was across the room, near the far wall.”

      Six chairs on either side... and one at each end of the table.

      Fourteen places. A dozen victims. One survivor.

      Opening my eyes, I glanced down at Thorgi, who sat obediently at my feet.

      “If she isn’t an accomplice, then she’s the only living witness. Or, she was left alive on purpose, and there’s some reason she’s afraid to talk to the police.”

      Maybe the other woman—Carmilla—wasn’t just a friend who came to pick her up at the hospital. Maybe Carmilla was involved, too, and keeping Kate quiet.

      Then she’s in trouble.

      With a rough groan I stood to retrieve the phone.

      Was half an hour enough to let her cool down? Probably not. I knew when I hit redial I had wandered into the realm of harassment, and if Carmilla Winters actually was a lawyer, or had one waiting in the wings, they’d have grounds for a misconduct charge. I’d deal with that grenade when the time came.

      To my surprise, the phone didn’t go straight to voicemail. She hadn’t turned it off. Then, in the middle of the third ring, Kate’s voice sounded from the other end.

      “You are really pissing me off, detective.”

      Her location had changed. I could tell from the background noise. Earlier there’d been hardly any, a polite sort of quiet, as though I’d caught her in private, at home. Now, the call had that ‘open area’ sound, full of nearby voices and activity.

      “Look, I think you’re in trouble,” I said, fighting back the harsh bite of my frustration with her.

      You’re in trouble, or you are trouble. I still haven’t made up my mind.

      “Listen very carefully.” She enunciated every word in a mocking tone. “I don’t know anything.”

      Somewhere in the background I caught the sound of someone speaking through a microphone. Announcing something.

      “Everyone give it up for One! For! The Road!”

      I rubbed my chin. That sounds familiar. Where have I heard it before?

      “Detective?”

      “Yes. I’m still here.”

      She snorted. “That’s what I was afraid of. Look, stop bothering me.”

      “What happened to your injury, Kate? How did you survive?”

      She hung up.

      Where was she? Somewhere public, but not especially loud. I could make out music and voices, but she hadn’t had to speak up to be heard. A mall? A party?

      One for the Road. Give it up for One for the Road.

      It came to me in a sudden flash and I snapped my fingers. Thorgi, whose mind seemed to have been wandering, came immediately to attention with a quick yip.

      “It’s a band,” I said. “A house band at one of the bars by the beach. Mika’s... something.”

      My laptop stood open next to the case file. I sat down again and whipped open my internet browser to type furiously into the search engine.

      Mika’s Barracuda Bar. Yeah, I know that place. Local watering hole for the surf crowd.

      “Well, if the mountain won’t come to Muhammad...”

      Alarm bells rang in my head. Bad news, Seb! You’re treading a really fine line here! Any defense lawyer will tear you apart for harassment and intimidation!

      Ignoring my better instincts, I rose to grab my keys and jacket.
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      The doorman at Mika’s eyed my badge with a hard scrutiny, before handing it back and pointing me toward the dance floor. He’d recognized the description I’d given him of Kate Ramirez but wouldn’t let me into the bar until I’d proven I had legitimate reason to be tracking her down. Good man.

      Even though there weren’t an overwhelming amount of people in the bar tonight, it took me a minute to pick out Kate from the other dancers. Maybe because she’d changed into an outfit that wasn’t drenched in blood. Two other women appeared to be with her: a tall, lean girl with a full, curly afro, and a redhead clad in an airy, flowing, bohemian dress.

      I debated approaching the group but decided against it. Instead, I found a place at the bar, ordered myself a plain seltzer, and leaned back to wait.

      Kate seems to have made a fast recovery.

      She wore a white, ruffled blouse, like something out of a pirate movie. The long sleeves hung off her shoulders, showing off bare, golden skin. Not a mark on her: not a scuff, not a scrape, not a bruise. Her dark hair shone, glossy as a model in a shampoo commercial, and her curvy hips rocked to the music.

      She didn’t look like the survivor of a massacre. She looked like she’d just come from a full day at the spa.

      A quick flash of anger struck like a match inside me, burning up any feelings of concern. A dozen people are dead, but what does that matter? Still got to have a girls’ night out.

      Years of training came back at me in protest. Everyone handles trauma differently. And sometimes they handle it by not handling it. She could be in total denial of what happened to her.

      Unless, of course, she was a cold-blooded killer.

      She danced with the other girls for about ten minutes, through two more songs, before they decided to take a break and sat at a table with two other people: a black man and an Asian woman with a pitcher of beer in front of them. The group shared a round of drinks and fell into conversation.

      Approaching her surrounded by friends would be a bad idea, but I’d started to wonder if she’d ever come up to the bar by herself. Five people at that table, and any one of them might pick up the next round.

      My gut told me to give it another few minutes, though. I hit up the bartender for a refill and kept watching.

      As usual, intuition paid off. The group finished their beer, chatted for a bit longer, and at last, two of them stood up: the man, and Kate.

      C’mon, pal... this is no time to be chivalrous. Let her bring it up.

      To my relief, he simply headed for the men’s room. Kate picked up the pitcher and came toward the bar.

      I waited until she’d handed it over and was waiting for a fresh one. Then I slid off my barstool and moved behind her.

      “I see you’re just absolutely broken up about impeding a murder investigation,” I growled.

      She gave a start, whirling to face me. The second she met my gaze, a scowl darkened her face. She snatched up the nearest drink on the bar and threw it in my face.

      “Hey!” snapped the woman next to Kate, whose gin and tonic had been sacrificed. Ignoring her, I grabbed Kate’s wrist.

      “If you don’t want to be arrested for assaulting an officer, Ms. Ramirez, you’ll come outside with me right now and start talking.”

      Kate glared at me, defiant. The woman at the bar glanced from her to me, and in a quieter voice, said “Honey? Is this guy bugging you? Should I call the bouncer?”

      Without letting go of Kate, I dug into my pocket and produced my badge, showing it to the stranger. “I’m a cop, ma’am. This woman is a witness and I need her to answer some questions.”

      “I don’t think she wants to go with you.”

      I put my badge away and returned my attention to Kate. “Your choice. You threw the drink. You want me to do this the hard way?”

      She flashed me a loathing, gimlet glare, baring her teeth, but she told the other woman, “It’s okay. I’ll go talk to him.”

      “Good,” I said, and guided her out.

      I made sure to lead Kate to a well-lit spot just a little way down from the entrance to Mika’s, where the doorman and passersby could clearly see us. After the way she’d reacted to seeing me, and the other woman taking notice, there was no way I was going to put myself in a position to be accused of misconduct or brutality. The streetlight flickered just as we crossed under it, though. Terrific. Just my luck.

      Something isn’t right here. I can’t put my finger on it, but... there’s something weird about this.

      Kate yanked her arm from my grasp with an angry hiss. “Are you stalking me now, detective? Let me tell you, I’m very much not into pushy men, no matter how pretty they think they are.”

      “Like I said on the phone, I think you’re in trouble.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the brick wall of the bar. “I don’t know what to tell you. Everything from last night is a blank up until I woke up in the hospital. I don’t even remember how I got there. Then all of a sudden, you’re coming at me with an attitude.”

      With a sigh, I pinched the bridge of my nose and strove for a softer tone. “Okay. I’m sorry about the interrogation. We started off on the wrong foot. Can you at least tell me why you were at that warehouse? Do you remember that much? Was it some kind of party, a rave, maybe?”

      Her throat worked, and she looked away from me. “I was… just there with some friends. People I’ve been crashing with. It was a… like a group meeting.”

      Choosing her words carefully. I detected a note of regret in her tone.

      “Did you want to be there? Sounds like you didn’t.”

      “Nobody forced me to go, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.” I pulled my notebook and a pen from my pocket, flipping to a blank page. “Did this group have a name?”

      “We, um…” She paused to wet her lips. “We called it the Chantry.”

      I scribbled it down. “What was the purpose of last night’s meet—”

      “I don’t know.”

      She said it so fast, I knew she was lying. I quirked an eyebrow at her.

      “You sure? You’re saying you went to a meeting with friends, and you don’t know what it was about?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

      I bit back a cutting reply. Now that she was talking, I had to keep her talking, and not push her into closing up. “All right. So, you and your friends went to this group meeting at the warehouse. What kind of group was it? Theater group?”

      She furrowed her brow. “What? No...”

      “Some of the other folks there were dressed up rather uniquely,” I explained. “Not to mention the space itself looked like a staged set.”

      “Oh.” Her voice dropped an octave, and she let her arms fall to her sides, looking around at the other people on the street, as if looking for someone to rescue her.

      “Kate,” I said, putting my hand on her shoulder and cutting straight to the point. “Is somebody threatening you? That woman who pretended to be your lawyer? Tell me what she said to you last night.”

      Her eyes lit up with a wild panic and she straightened, shrugging me off.

      “I have to go, detective.”

      “Kate, wait—”

      I moved to take her by the arm, but all at once a heavy sense of vertigo overtook me. My vision grayed out for a second and I listed to the side, putting out a hand to prop myself against the side of the building.

      As the feeling passed, I blinked and rubbed at my eyes. I stood alone in a pool of streetlight. Kate was gone.

      I frowned, and glanced down the street one way, then the other. I couldn’t recall the last things we’d said to one another. How long had I stood there after she’d walked away?

      Did she walk away? I don’t remember that. She was right here... wasn’t she?

      I looked down at my hands.

      What the hell is going on?
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      I stood no more than a few feet away, watching Sebastian turn himself in circles like some demented ring around the rosie poseur for a minute or two before lurching in my general direction. He continued calling my name in a burst of concern and anger. I opened my mouth to volley a few vehement insults his way, but he did the oddest thing.

      He passed me, as if I weren’t even there, those clear green eyes of his searching the milling crowds, hell, he even looked straight at me. Through me.

      As though I were invisible.

      What?

      I chased after him for a few minutes, dodging and weaving, bobbing and dancing around him. He quickened his stride without losing a beat, as though I’d well and truly disappeared. He looked pissed.

      I giggled like a schoolgirl, finally stepping back and letting him saunter off into the night, knowing my luck wouldn’t hold out. He’d find me again. Sure enough, not even a full minute later, my phone vibrated, and I groaned, taking it out and hitting Ignore without bothering to look at the caller ID. Sebastian Stone—the man was like a rat terrier with a bone. Thank God he hadn’t noticed my lack of shadow under the streetlight.

      Stuffing the phone back in my pocket, I grinned, even though I was confused by what had occurred.

      What in the holy hell happened?

      Standing toe to toe, being grilled and uncertain how to give him the answers he needed without giving much away at all, I’d grown anxious, finding myself in a situation I could have avoided if I’d stayed back at Carmilla’s.

      I remember thinking I didn’t want to be there. I wanted him to leave me alone. I wanted him to go away. I wanted to go away. I sang it like a song in my head, over and over and then it happened. A ball of warm heat started in my belly, expanding and rising along my throat with every beat of anxiety dogging me. It shot out of me in a rush of air, scattering like a subtle net over first Sebastian, then my immediate surroundings, like breath on a mirror. My vision fogged for one nearly imperceptible moment, then cleared.

      Then, everything around me, the streets, the shops, the pavement, even the noise, was brighter, a beaming gleam of color and sound.

      I continued running mad. Darting in and out of the crowds, testing the limits of my newfound invisibility. Honking like a goose and braying like an ass, anything outrageous enough to draw the attention of the world around me.

      Nothing.

      After a few moments Harry Pottering, I grew bored and turned back the way I’d come and that’s when it hit me. How I’d taken things for granted, myself included.

      I slowed my pace, my newly heightened senses allowing me to appreciate what I’d willfully ignored before. Commonplace things, ordinary things. The insouciant atmosphere that described Newport Beach; a teeming city built on sand and sun, the ocean air crisp, heady and enchanting. The bustle of the foot traffic, even at night, their pace never slowed. I walked past groups of people: tourists, locals, families, friends, lovers. The bohemian ambience rolled over and through me.

      Belonging.

      And in my desperate bid for acceptance, I’d done something so incredibly foolish that I was now separated from the thing I wanted most.

      There was no escape from this. I was stuck.

      A sobering thought.

      Time to head back. Even my own company was starting to depress me.

      I broke through the crowds, bumping shoulders or hips with other people, watching them look around in confused surprise when they felt me, but couldn’t see me. It began to lose its glow.

      I finally saw Mika’s illuminated sign and made a mad dash, pulling up short when a man, seated outside, alone, met my gaze.

      And held it.

      I drew nearer, and he offered me a tight lipped, closed mouth smile.

      Older than me, maybe in his thirties. He wore a casual black top and jacket over stonewashed jeans coupled with a pair of unadorned Doc Martens. He looked tall, maybe close to six feet, I guessed, with three days stubble over cut glass cheeks and a pair of blue eyes that blazed hotter than any sun. A full head of burnished, dark blonde hair.

      He was handsome. Not in the same way Sebastian was, however.

      I paused at this thought, tucking it away to examine later because…no.

      I stepped close and to my surprise, he stood up. I was right. He was tall.

      Damn. My mojo must have fled. So much for invisibility.

      “You weren’t invisible. Technically, invisibility isn’t real. It’s something else.”

      He had a cultured, smooth Italian accent, a pleasing baritone. Oh, yeah, and apparently, he was able to hear my thoughts.

      Perhaps Carmilla really did have that ability and lied to me earlier.

      So, I took a long look at the man before me and realized…

      Beneath the surface, there was a loud silence. No rushing blood, no heartbeat, no true, organic animation. Everything he did, was pure show. He moved his shoulders every few seconds to produce the illusion he was breathing. His eyes blinked every few seconds, lashes trembling with easy control.

      He stepped closer and I instantly grew nervous when he laid a well-manicured hand on my arm. His lips twitched, curling into a sly grin, a quick flash of curved and impressive fangs.

      A vampire. Our natural enemy.

      Of course.

      “Don’t touch me!” I hissed, yanking my arm back and breaking his grip. He tilted his head to the side, throwing his hands up and taking two steps back while offering an apologetic smile. I glanced around, but no one looked our way.

      “You’re a vampire,” I accused him through gritted teeth.

      He inclined his head, an elegant motion of animated poetry. “And what are you, pretty girl?”

      My nerves were frayed but my own voice held steady. “I’ll tell you what I’m not. Your dinner.”

      He appeared offended, but then his golden eyes lightened a shade, laughter shaking his broad shoulders. His nails were longer than most men kept theirs, painted deep purple.

      “Lucky for me, I’ve already eaten, or I’d be vastly disappointed.” He teased, licking his lips, tongue touching the tip of one gleaming fang.

      Power and majesty bled from him in waves. He could overpower me, and we both knew it, but his attitude didn’t indicate he planned on eviscerating me at this point in the evening. Had Carmilla told me the truth about vampires, about myself? Or was this a clever attempt to lull me into a false sense of security? All the better to control me.

      I sighed, running a hand through my hair. “Look. I’m sorry. This is incredibly new to me.” I blurted. “And I’m, uh, winging it. More or less.”

      His gaze sharpened, grew concerned. “Your maker …deserted you?”

      Had they? Or didn’t they know they’d left a live one?

      “You could say that.” My mind crept dangerously close to remembering something, but I shut it down like a steel trap, slamming it shut on last night.

      “Now that is truly a crime. To leave a halfling alone, unprotected. Without shelter.”

      Shaking my head, I tried to explain. “Well. I mean, someone offered me a place to stay and a chance to get to know her and her, ah, um…”

      His expression shifted, eyes rolling upward. “Let me guess. Carmilla stepped in and scooped up the unfortunate abandoned orphan, promised her help but then stonewalled?”

      Mouth agape. “You know Carmilla?”

      His smile flashed disdainfully. “I know of her, yes. I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting her, but she is legendary among our kind.”

      “She’s that powerful?” Not surprised.

      He scoffed, softening it with another patient smile. “She thinks she is, yes. Which makes her arrogant and reckless. And she is notorious for being a control freak. Not the best of teachers, pretty girl.”

      Interesting. “Uh, Kate. I’m Kate. Kate Ramirez. Short for Katalina.”

      He startled me by wrapping long fingers around my hand, brushing a dry kiss across the knuckles. “Well met. Kate Ramirez. I’m Viggo Ericsson.”

      Viggo. Worldly. It suited him.

      “If you’ll allow me, I would love to be of assistance to you in ways large and small.” He stared into my eyes. “If you’ve a question, ask it. I will tell you what I know.”

      Tempting offer. Carmilla pointed out pie in the sky. And we all know that sky pies are lie pies. She seemed like a nice, friendly, even bubbly lady, yet kept pushing herself and her decisions on me. Drink this blood. Go to bed. Someday I’ll tell you what you need to know.

      Just like my parents. Be a good girl, Katalina. Listen to us, Katalina. We’ll tell you what you need to know when we think you’re ready.

      Why did everyone else get to decide what I was allowed to know or not know? Be or not be? I know I’d hurt my family by running away, but it wasn’t a life well lived then. My parents, they never learned how to talk to me, maintaining their roles as master champions in the do as I say, not as I do category. There was a time I was desperate to please them, be anything they wished me to be. To make them proud. But the older I grew, the more I realized their hold on me bordered on the claustrophobic. How could I find who I was meant to be if they refused to accept who I was along the way?

      Carmilla, with a wealth of knowledge at her disposal, seemed of the same mind.

      No. I am the mistress of my fate, the captain of my soul, right? Mostly?

      “What did I do?” I asked him. “What did you? What is it? Do all vampires have this ability?”

      “It’s called obfuscation. Some have the gift. Most do not.” He glanced around, searching the thin and sedate crowd moving along the street. “Are you out here all on your own, little evenfall?”

      Remembering I’d been gone from the others for quite some time now, I threw a glance over my shoulder, toward the entrance of the bar. “I’m here with—”

      Don’t say who. If Carmilla was telling the truth, and vampires really do consider brides to be better prey than humans, you could be handing the others over like hors d'oeuvres.

      “I’m not alone,” I amended. “People know I’m here. They’ll wonder what’s happened if I suddenly go missing. Just in case you were planning to throw me in the back of your hearse or something.”

      This time he ignored the jibe, his mind elsewhere. A pang of anxiety hit me as I realized he seemed to be testing the air—listening for something. Or maybe smelling.

      After a second, he nodded to himself, as if he’d made some decision.

      “Walk with me a bit, Kate? And I will explain.”
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      Go for a walk? Alone with him? A real, honest-to-goodness vampire?

      Life is just getting more and more bizarre every minute.

      Viggo waited, wearing a cordial smile, holding out his hand to me. His fangs gleamed, sharp and wicked. After a long beat, I realized I was staring.

      He’d promised to explain everything. The change. My trick of invisibility. What I was. It wouldn’t win me any points with Carmilla or the others if I left the group without warning... but there were things I needed to know.

      Taking his hand, I let him lead me away from Mika’s Barracuda Bar, and my night’s escorts.

      “If I’m a vampire, Viggo, why don’t I have fangs?”

      “They’ll emerge during your transformation,” he assured me. “It takes three nights for the change to fully embrace a fledgling like yourself. But, pretty girl, remember you are not a vampire. Not truly. The evenfall are... unfortunate creations. Spirits not quite equipped for true immortal life.”

      “So I’ve been told,” I grumbled. “Somewhere between the day and night. That’s why they call us evenfall.”

      “Some also call you mireasa. Bride, in the old language.”

      So that’s where Carmilla got it.

      He stepped off the curb ahead of me, offering me his arm in an old-fashioned gesture as if I needed help down into the street.

      “I can cross on my own, thank you,” I told him, brushing him off. He laughed softly.

      “But of course. My apologies.”

      I’d thought brides had been Carmilla’s charming little nickname. Apparently, though, even true vampires used it, though they put a fancy spin on it. “Why do they call us that? Is it some kind of vampire relationship status symbol? Do you all change your social media profiles when you meet one of us, to tell all your undead friends you’re in a relationship and it’s complicated? What if I don’t exactly want to be marched down the aisle?”

      “You are amusing, Miss Kate,” he said. “But, unfortunately, you’re a modern woman, and I find modern women often take offense at our reasons. The truth is, when a female fails to make the full transformation, she is not suited for survival as a vampire. The mireasa require much more blood, and they do not have the same strength as a true vampire. They will normally depend on their maker through their entire afterlife, in need of shelter and protection. Of course, not all makers desire such a dependent. So, the mireasa become lovers or playthings of other vampires. Powerful vampires who take an interest in them and can shield them from danger. Hence, brides.”

      “That’s the most sexist thing I’ve ever heard.”

      This time he laughed out loud, throwing his head back with genuine glee. “See? Did I not predict you would be offended? Oh, pretty girl, I quite like you.”

      I watched the people around us, astounded at how nobody noticed us. Not one person had reacted to Viggo’s hearty laughter. No one glanced our way as we walked by, and those in our path moved around us like water diverting along a culvert.

      “Are you ready to learn how to command your power?” Viggo asked me.

      We’d come to the entrance of the Balboa Fun Zone, a brightly lit pier lined with shops, restaurants, games, even a Ferris wheel. The sidewalks and business were much busier here than they’d been around Mika’s, making the weird sense of ghostly disconnection even more cloying. No one could see us. Here we stood, smack in the middle of a beachside carnival, and not a single person could see us.

      Viggo watched me as I took it in.

      “We use this trick to move among them unnoticed. They are completely oblivious to our presence. I could stick out my foot and trip one, and they would think they had fallen over their own clumsy feet.”

      “Do you hunt like this?” I asked, a little horrified at the thought.

      Viggo shook his head. “It is not foolproof. Trip a person, they will think they have stumbled. Attack a person—rip their throat out—and they and everyone around them will see you for what you are. Human minds can be blind to many things, but they are prey animals, and they will not ignore the strike of a predator. Cheetahs, lions, jackals, serpents... all deadly predators break their camouflage when the time comes to kill. They may take down an antelope, but the rest of the herd will panic and flee. Or fight.”

      I touched my throat, the place where Detective Stone insisted I’d suffered a terrible, mortal wound. Even though no evidence of that wound remained, when I brushed my fingers over the spot, a searing echo of pain came to life.

      Human minds can be blind to many things, but they will not ignore the strike of a predator.

      I could argue with Viggo over that. With the right motivation, a human mind could block out the memory of a predator’s attack completely. I sure had.

      “Come,” Viggo said, and he led me several yards down Bay Boardwalk, past restaurants, boutiques, and a sports fishing shop. The smell of barbeque and corn dogs filled the air, while the sounds of the arcade exploded like fireworks across the street. The Ferris wheel rose high overhead, shining with neon lights. It was all so festive, so alive.

      The girl in me wanted to be thrilled. I couldn’t escape the bleak reality, though, that I was walking through it all like a ghost, unseen and unheard. I’d never again be able to walk down these sun-warmed boulevards during the day, with the seagulls crying overhead and the mild ocean breeze coming off sparkling waves. Sure, the lights on the Ferris wheel were pretty, and so were the bright shop windows showing off trendy merchandise. It wasn’t the same, though. I didn’t like the idea of being stuck with just one version of the Fun Zone, or just one version of life. I wanted the night and the day.

      But that was for the living. As Quin had pointed out, I was no day-walker. I’d lost the sun forever.

      A well of petulance and hate brewed in my chest. Why did I have to die? I hadn’t done anything wrong! Sure, I’d run with a group of vampire-loving hippie goths, but vampires were supposed to be a fantasy. Nightmares and horror stories or dramatic young adult novels or trending TV series. There weren’t supposed to be real.

      I wasn’t supposed to die because of them.

      Viggo spoke up, interrupting my thoughts. “Watch me, pretty girl.”

      I sensed it when he lifted the veil covering us, allowing us to be seen again, like a shiver skimming my flesh, starting at my feet and moving up along my body. There was no sudden moment of recognition from the people around us. No one cried out in alarm or jabbed a finger in our direction, shouting about how we’d appeared out of nowhere. It did feel different, though. Nobody made a scene, but I knew we were now noticed. Part of the scene, the periphery. If we broke into a wild bout of dancing and singing Single Ladies at the top of our lungs, someone would absolutely call for security.

      Viggo stepped away from me, reaching out to tap a passing man on the shoulder. “Excuse me, friend. Could you point me to Balboa Candy? I promised my date some saltwater taffy.”

      “Sure thing,” the man replied, making a half-turn to point up the street. “Head all the way down the boardwalk until you hit Main, then—”

      In the middle of his instructions, Viggo drew the man’s gaze with a quick gesture, locking eyes with him. The vampire murmured in a low whisper, “I am no longer here.”

      The man slowed to a stop, like a toy as the batteries ran down. He stood there, perfectly still for a split-second, then blinked and shot a quick glance back and forth. Scratching his head, he looked at me.

      “I’m sorry... did you ask me a question? I thought you said something... something about taffy?”

      I shrugged. “Nope. Sorry, man.”

      “How weird...” He looked around, as if he’d forgotten where he was. “Hey, was there a guy here a second ago? Tall, dark hair?”

      Viggo still stood right in front of him, so close he could have tweaked the man’s nose. But I shook my head. “I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Huh...”

      Still wearing an expression of complete confusion, the man wandered off, heading back the way he had come.

      Viggo faced me, wearing a devious smile. “It is a simple trick once you’ve grasped it. Would you like to try?”

      “I don’t know.” Still watching the stranger as he drifted through the crowd, I frowned. “Does it hurt them? He’s totally lost now. He’ll eventually remember where he was going, right?”

      “Pretty girl,” Viggo said, in the tone of a parent patiently correcting a child. “It is like I said: humans are prey animals. You waste time and energy concerning yourself with their wellbeing. A lion does not worry whether the antelope knows where it’s going.”

      That didn’t sit well in my gut. Viggo could be leaving a mess of scrambled brains behind him, and evidently it didn’t bother him at all. I suppose to an immortal, it didn’t amount to much. I couldn’t be so blasé, though.

      I did see Carmilla do something similar to Detective Stone, though, at the hospital. He seemed to recover.

      “Go ahead,” Viggo urged. He put his hands on my shoulders and pointed me toward a group of men gathered in front of a pizza restaurant. “They are sure to notice you. Make them see you, then make them forget.”

      With a nervous flutter in my gut, I did as he instructed. As I came closer to them, the three men looked up in my direction, and called out in jovial, flirting amusement.

      “Hey, there, beautiful! You’re looking real nice tonight!”

      “You got a boyfriend? I don’t see him anywhere. Want to join us for some pizza and beer?”

      “Girl, I like the way you strut.”

      I couldn’t help the bashful smile that rose to my cheeks, along with a hot flush of embarrassment. I lifted my hand, as Viggo had, but in a halting, shaky manner. What had he said to the man to make him forget?

      As the men continued to catcall, my uneasiness grew, along with my desire to disappear from their sight. Taking a deep, steadying breath—I may not need to breathe but I definitely needed to focus—I lifted my hand in front of my face, palm out like a shield, and whispered “Don’t see me.”

      The shimmering, scintillating feel of a veil descended over me again, subtle, and delicate as fine spiderweb. The three men traded glances, wearing confused expressions just like the man who’d paused to give Viggo directions. They weren’t looking at me anymore. They didn’t seem to fog over quite as much, though, especially when another woman passed them clad in summer shorts and a cute bikini top. The catcalling resumed.

      It really was easy! I wanted them to ignore me... and they did!

      “Good job,” Viggo praised when I returned to his side. “You’re a fast learner. You’ll have the trick down before the change is even fully upon you. Impressive, for an evenfall.”

      “Thanks,” I said dryly.

      “I think it is time to get you back to the others. By now they have certainly noticed you missing and could release the hounds at any moment.”

      He offered me his arm again. “Shall we?”

      We made our way back through the busy streets of the Fun Zone, toward Mika’s Barracuda Bar once more. As we neared, I caught sight of a pair of figures standing outside the bar, one holding a telephone to his ear, the other checking up and down the street. Brian and Brigid.

      “This is where I leave you,” Viggo said, letting go of me.

      “Thanks,” I told him. “For showing me how to hide myself.”

      “Happy to help.”

      He paused, taking a long moment to look me up and down, one corner of his mouth quirked into a curious, appreciative grin.

      “There’s something quite special about you, Katalina Ramirez. I’m not certain what... but I expect finding out will be quite an adventure for you.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked. He’d already spun away from me, though, and headed down a small side street. I tried to follow when, without even throwing a glance over his shoulder, he raised his hand up in a single, casual wave.

      “I’ll see you again soon, Kate.”

      Then disappeared into the shadows.
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      “Just because you are speaking in a different language doesn’t mean I don’t know you’re cussing me out,” I snapped, a pace or two behind Ji as we spilled off the elevator and into the common room. Brian and Brigid, ahead of her, exchanged glances but remained silent.

      They’d given me nothing but grief since I’d returned from my jaunt with Viggo, and while part of me understood their position, I’d reached my limit for being patronized and frankly, my head rang with snarly disquiet.

      When I told them about Detective Stone showing up at the bar, they acted as though I’d made the worst possible decision by deigning to speak with him. They’d peppered me with questions until I’d assured them he wouldn’t continue be a problem. I didn’t mention my new, nifty power nor had I mentioned meeting Viggo either, some sixth sense held my tongue hostage. I hadn’t made up my mind about him, so I truly didn’t need any of them to taint my decision with their unwanted advice. He was a secret I intended to keep until I could find out more. At this point, I didn’t really trust him either, despite his forthcoming attitude.

      Ji, mumbling under her breath the whole way home, raised the stakes by switching to her native Korean when we entered the Agency.

      She spun around, towering over me by less than an inch, eyes curiously dull, even though her cold smile spoke volumes. “Fine. Let’s just say if ignorance was a business, you’d get Employee of the Month. Every month.”

      Eyes narrowed, I refused to back down. “Why? Because I don’t like wearing anyone’s leash? Is Momma gonna paddle that ass because you took your eyes off me for a hot second? I handled it, Ji.”

      “No, you made it worse, Kate. Now, you’ve opened this line of communication with that cop. Do you think he’s not going to step up his investigation? Which, by the way, I think you’re forgetting you’re the center of! He’s not gonna let that go! If anything, it whetted his appetite. He’ll increase his efforts now. So, by agreeing to talk to him, without guidance, you made the situation worse.”

      “Ji, she’s not trying to make this harder on purpose.” Brigid assured her, laying a slender hand on the other woman’s shoulder.

      “Isn’t she?” Ji grumped, rubbing her temples slowly, giving me side eye. “I think she gets off on chaos and attention. Little Miss Look at Me, Look at Me!”

      Despite the angry tone, her shoulders dipped low, and she sighed, fixing me with an odd look. “Have you really been alone so long that you’ve forgotten what it’s like to have people care about you?”

      I ground my teeth together, all my defenses doubling up. “The last people to care about me ended up dead. Before that, the people who should have cared most would have rather seen me dead than embarrass them. Guess they got their wish.”

      Ji’s face took on a mien of sadness, something I wasn’t used to from her thanks to that acerbic nature. Brian glanced away and Brigid’s eyes shone with a film of tears that burned away before they fell.

      “Kate? Come with me, please. The rest of you lot get ready for bed. It’s almost dawn.” Carmilla’s soft voice startled us all. She stood casually against the Galaga arcade machine; arms crossed over her chest.

      “When the hell did you get here?” I yelped.

      A small, wicked smile. “I’ve been here the whole time. Your attention, it seems, was elsewhere.” She tilted her head, locking eyes with Ji. “You brought her home safely, that was my one condition. Well done, love.”

      They held the connection a moment longer, then Ji nodded and without a word to anyone, spun around and got back in the elevator. With a soft smile, Brigid joined her, as did Brian, and the doors slid shut.

      “So, you interacted with the good detective?”

      I forced myself to stay calm and controlled as Carmilla’s topaz eyes drilled into me. I swear the magnitude and the intensity of her unnerving stare reached into my soul and rooted around. Not for the first time, I cringed inwardly, the rebellious child called on the carpet for daring to make her own choices. Anger and frustration warred within me for top spot.

      “He called while we were out, and I made the mistake of answering. I didn’t tell him where we were. He pulled a Sherlock Holmes and figured it out, I guess. He wanted to ask me a few questions so for the sake of a minute of peace, we went outside and talked. He didn’t like what I had to say. He also didn’t have a warrant, so I sent him off.”

      Leaving out my vanishing act and the appearance of Viggo, I shrugged. “Hopefully, he won’t be back.”

      She laughed, a burst of genuine laughter that grated my cheese.

      “Oh, he’ll be back. You’ve got him running around in circles, Katalina. He must be simply mad about you.”

      She crooked a finger, beckoning me to follow her, taking me down the far hallway on the west side of the room. We passed through a partially opened door and into a large kitchen with muted track lighting.

      And what a kitchen!

      She’d had it decorated in hues of light upon cloud, the kinds of creams and greys that instantly soothed. The blues of vases, jars, and decorative dishes, along with the rich browns of cutting boards and knife blocks, became the welcome melody on a complex musical score.

      The hexagonal floor tiles were a warm, semi-translucent gold, dotted with hints of cream and the palest chips of turquoise glass. A large glass panel with a rock wall below it framed the double sink, reminding me of clear water on sunny days.

      A modern kitchen island stood surrounded by six tall chairs upholstered in a lush looking gray fabric. On one wall, two large refrigerators bookended a long counter with a sleek microwave stationed above it in a compartment within a bank of neat glass fronted cupboards. A gigantic built-in range with 12 electric burners ran along another entire wall, near a small walk-in pantry.

      It was the most beautiful kitchen I’d ever seen, but quick on the heels of that thought, came the confusion.

      “Why do you have a kitchen if all we drink is blood?”

      Carmilla grinned. “Who told you that?”

      “You did. Last night.”

      She smiled, moving toward the rack of pans. “No. I said you needed to get used to it, because it would be in most things you drank and ate.” Plucking a skillet down, she moved to the fridge. “Evenfall retain a tolerance for some foods. But even that will fade in time and with the more blood you consume. Blood is a necessity, however. Food is not. It’s just a residual pleasure.”

      She gathered some items from the fridge: thin strips of steak, kale, and a sweet potato. Laying them out on a cutting board, she began her preparations. I didn’t speak, simply watching her pour oil into the skillet and set it on a burner before stabbing the sweet potato with a fork and popping it into the microwave on a plate to cook.

      “What is going on?” I blurted, sinking down on a stool, nose twitching as she laid three strips of steak in the pan. The sizzle was a comforting sound. “You don’t seem like the den mother type.”

      Even her casual wear rang with regality: a pale pink pair of lounging pajamas covered by a loose robe of pure silk. On her feet, a pair of matching slippers. She wore her hair in a loose chignon, several strands of crimson escaping to form a fiery halo around her face.

      She tossed me an exaggerated stare. Her English accent sharpened, became clipped. “There is much you don’t know about me, Kate. But I understand you better than you give me credit for. Because I was once like you, alone and afraid, abandoned and left to make my own way…or die.”

      She chose a large, high-end knife from the knife block and started chopping up the kale. “Everything I learned came at a price, and with each drop of knowledge, I sacrificed some part of myself.” Tossing the vegetables into the skillet, she sighed. “I didn’t have the good fortune of discipline, nor a mentor or someone to guide me through this terrible but remarkable gift.”

      She turned the steak strips over expertly before grabbing a sparkling white plate from an overhead cabinet and a fork and knife from a drawer.

      Whatever false sense of security she’d began lulling me into, I snapped back to reality. “Gift?” I admonished, raising my voice. “How is this anything but a curse?”

      “Life and death are what you choose to make of them, Kate. You’ve two pathways before you. You can either accept the hand dealt to you and learn to play your cards a bit closer to your chest, or continue caterwauling about the unfairness of it all and never grow.”

      “You suck at pep talks, Carmilla.” I snorted, of two minds about this conversation, trapped somewhere between elation that she was being this chatty and forthcoming, and distrustful of an attempt to placate me by throwing a bone.

      “Wrong, darling. I’m amazing.” She winked at me, arranging the steaks and veggies on the plate, sliding it across the counter toward me, handing over the utensils and a napkin. “Bon Appetit!”

      It smelled wonderful. Yet I hesitated.

      She sighed, leaning forward on the counter, propping her elbows against the quartz. “Now what?”

      Shrugging, I grabbed up the fork, pushing the kale around with it. “We keep talking about choices. Yet, you keep taking them away from me.”

      Hard as I tried to keep my tone neutral, even I could detect how petulant I sounded.

      Her eyes widened. “How so?”

      “This food.”

      “What of it? You haven’t even taken a bite and you’re already criticizing?” Her tone held a touch of playfulness.

      “No, I meant you…you didn’t ask me what I wanted. How can I be happy with a life—sorry, death—I have no control over? Everyone else is making the choices, and I must accept whatever the consequences are. Do you understand how… demeaning that is? I don’t feel empowered, Carmilla. I feel as I always have, like someone else is writing a script I’m forced to play out, with no input from me.”

      She nodded thoughtfully, surprising me by patting my hand gently. “Makes you feel powerless and ignored.”

      I sighed again. “Yes.”

      “Kate?”

      “Mhm?”

      “The reason I didn’t ask what you wanted is that there are few things you can digest now. Certain meats, vegetables, solubles. And only when served in a certain way. I guess I’d intended it to be a peace offering but, in the future, I would be more than happy to show you how to prepare them on your own.”

      Guilt rose to battle alongside frustration. “No need for a peace offering. We’re not at war.”

      I took a few bites of the steak, then veggies, chewing thoroughly as the simple tastes blended to form a truly delicious culinary experience. “This is really good.”

      “You sound so surprised.” She rolled her eyes dramatically, then began cleaning up the small mess while I continued tucking the food away.

      A slight buzzing sound filled the air, sharp and tinkling notes that I recognized but couldn’t place. The crescendo rose and crashed, then started over. Where was it coming from?

      Carmilla turned off the water, dried her hands quickly and fished for something in her robe pocket. A cellphone. She answered it while indicating to me to finish eating.

      “Mary! Love, how are you?” She drifted down the counter. “You heard right. Oh, yes! Believe me, I wish I could sit this one out, but no rest for the wicked. I’ve always felt odd attending these things. I love the work I do, but I’m not much for the attention. Bit…problematic.”

      She paused, glancing at me. I took the moment to gesture I’d clean up my dishes and she nodded, turning back to her call. “Specifically? Harker House and the Karstein Foundation. Of all the charities, those two are my special favorites. We had a banner year by the way. I am ecstatic we’re able to fund it further. “

      The rest of the conversation was lost to me as I rinsed my plate and utensils. By the time I finished, so had she.

      “Thank you for finishing up, darling.”

      “The least I could do.”

      “I’m off to do my perimeter check and consult with Zell about some things, then off to sleep.” She hesitated a moment, opening her mouth then snapping it shut before shaking her head slightly. “Now, the sun is up soon. Off to bed. I’m glad we had this time.”

      She smiled, turning to go then stopped. “And Kate? About the detective?”

      I grimaced. “Yes?”

      “Speaking as your lawyer, I don’t think seeing him, in a legal capacity, can help you.” She smirked. “However, as a woman, I can’t fault your taste.”

      Then she was gone in a lulling ripple of rose water scent.

      As much as I wanted to fully trust her, I couldn’t. I felt strongly, regardless of our little interlude tonight, that she still wasn’t being forthcoming. She’d given me a glimpse of herself tonight and while grateful, I still felt like a pawn on her chessboard. One thing Sebastian and I shared?

      Being played by folks with ulterior motives.

      An onslaught of weakness swept over me.

      Time for sleep.

      Barely making it downstairs and into my pajamas, I crawled into bed wearily, turning on my side to stare at my phone with sleepy defiance. He must be losing interest; he hadn’t called back since I’d disappeared on him.

      And as the day sleep embraced me for the second time, pulling me into its dark and delicious arms, my phone buzzed. I didn’t need to see caller ID.

      My last thought loomed large. I couldn’t stay awake... but I sure as hell appeared to be keeping Stone from getting much sleep at all.

      Lovely.
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      I’d worked all day, doing my best to make headway with this case but every avenue led to a dead end.

      Kate remained the key.

      And lock, given her goddamned attitude.

      Coasting on the fumes of less than two hours of sleep, it burned my ass she couldn’t give me the simple courtesy of a return call. I’d left various messages through the day, ensuring she and her conversation would be held in strict confidence, reiterating she still maintained witness status. I thought we’d made a bit of progress last night at Mika’s, stunted progress, but I took what I could. Then she’d vanished and here I was, stuck back at square one. Do not pass go, do not collect $200.

      I could return to the bar and hang out, see if she turned up  but I had a sneaky feeling she’d steer far from that place for a while, unwilling to risk running into me again.

      I glanced at the time. Eight pm on the dot.

      Fuck it. Scooping up my phone, I leaned back in my desk chair, hit speed dial, and prepared to leave a message but once again, Kate surprised me by answering.

      “You’re pulling even with clowns on my creepy scale, detective. Somewhere between Pogo and Pennywise. Harassment much?”

      “It wouldn’t seem like it if you actually complied. This isn’t about disorderly conduct or petty theft, Kate. People are dead and you’re the only one who can help me track down the perp but you’re too busy cruising dive bars and pulling a David Copperfield.”

      “Well, you were boring me to death with the same bullshit and my survival instincts kicked in. What more do you want from me, Stone? I can’t give you the answers you want because I can’t remember! No amount of stalking and being a general nuisance is going to change that.” She grumbled. “Please leave me alone.”

      “Kate, if you think spending any amount of time in your company is anything less painful than shoving bamboo shunts under my nails, you’re deluded.” I shot back, immediately regretting the fact that when it came to Kate Ramirez, I had zero finesse.

      “Gee, Sebastian. With that kind of sexy talk, how could a girl resist?”

      Her sarcasm nettled me. “I’m not here to stoke your ego. I’m here to get answers.” I paused. “Kate, those people were your friends, right? Don’t you want justice for them? I’m not knocking your trauma, hell, what happened to you would have broken a lot of others but you’re strong, I sense it. Help me. Please.”

      “Flattery now?” She half laughed.

      “Is it working?”

      “No.” Her voice wavered. “They were my friends, though. You’re right.”

      “Holy shit. Hold on, let me grab my recorder, I need to get that on tape.”

      “Oh, ha ha.”

      I could sense a weakening in her resolve and knew what I said next would make or break any decision she contemplated. So, I did the smart thing.

      I remained silent.

      “I want to be clear that I’m not comfortable coming to the station. I’ve been inside a few. I don’t want to spend my time remembering all the bad decisions I made by visiting one.” A short pause. “If I meet with you, will you stop blowing up my phone at such an excessive pace? And fair warning, nothing’s changed, I don’t remember. So, this may be a total waste of time.”

      Punching the air in exultation, I managed to keep my voice even. “An opportunity is never a waste of time. And I wasn’t asking the right questions. We can meet wherever you want, and you can decide what we talk about.” I needed to remember her comfort would dictate our conversation. I possessed enough finesse to let her think she was leading but I was also determined to get some answers.

      “That sounds like a date. Detective, are you asking me out?”

      “Hate to burst that bubble, Kate, but the answer is emphatically no. I’m investigating a murder case you’re part of. That’s the extent of our association.” Even I didn’t buy my flippant attitude. She was gorgeous and fiery and….and…no.

      “Good. I don’t date cops.” She responded waspishly then sighed. “Do you know where Barky’s is?”

      “Near the pier, right?”

      “Yes. Meet me there in 2 hours.”

      “You got it.”
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      Located just steps from the sand and Newport Beach pier, Barky’s had become legendary among its patrons over the years. More than just another bar to the surrounding beach community, Barky’s was a proverbial rite of passage; considered the ceremonial spot where young locals went to tip back their very first legal beer.

      Once a ramshackle gas station, a few of Newport Beach’s wealthier residents banded together and threw money into renovations. From the outside, it resembled a small-town bar, nothing specific or memorable about it. 14,000 square feet of rough-hewn wood, lashed together with grit, glue, screws, and sand.

      But inside on any given night?

      Tavern atmosphere! Loud music, bar food, peanuts, chips. The jangle of voices. Men and women slumped on the bar or huddled intimately in booths. The clink of glasses and shot glasses, someone crying in the corner, outbursts quickly absorbed in hubbub and din, standing drinkers at the bar, couples in secluded bays. Laughter, back slapping, and loud drinking games.

      The bar itself hugged the wall, gleaming mahogany in the barely lit room. Through the windows, the diamonds of lead panes, the sallow light of streetlamps trickled in. The smell hadn’t changed over the years; the thick, heavy smell of sand, sea, and beer.

      The second extraordinary thing about Barky’s was the ever-changing staff. Wanderers, nomads, and folks passing through with no desire to settle. Run-aways, gypsy spirits who settled in for indeterminate spells. People moving on, moving away, moving up but never staying. Always fresh faces, new stories, new adventures.

      I sat near the door, in a booth built for two, with plenty of room on each side, the leather of the seat creaking with my movements. Glancing at the clock behind the main bar, I saw it was 10:15. Not very punctual, Kate.

      Another item to add to the list of character defects. Sighing, I reached for the container of complimentary, abundantly salted pretzels to discover I’d hoovered them all up. My beer, however, sat invitingly on the table, crisp and cold in the clear mug, waiting for my attention.

      “Didn’t think I was coming, did you?” Kate slid into the unoccupied seat across from me, big doe eyes wide and wary.

      Jumping, I overshot my mark grabbing for the beer and ending up knocking it over instead. I groaned, having lost more than half the drink as it pooled on the table between us.

      “Damn it! Gah!” I grabbed a bunch of napkins, dabbing at the mess while Kate outright laughed, a full burst of belly rolling while she watched me clean up.

      “You could help a guy out, you know?” I grunted, slightly irritated but in the weirdest way…. enchanted by this glimpse of a different Kate.

      “I could. You’re right.” She beamed.

      “Here, let me help with that.” A server zoomed up, a pretty blonde wearing a pair of black and steel framed glasses. Dressed in a pair of jeans and a loose, white top, silky hair pulled up high in a ponytail. The discreet name tag read Rissa. She already had wet rags and paper towels in her hands.

      Less than a two minutes later, I was chugging from a fresh mug of beer while Kate sipped daintily from a glass of red wine. A fresh batch of salted pretzels sat dead center on the table.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet me.” I began earnestly. “None of this has been easy for you, Kate. I get it. I do. And maybe I came at you from a different angle than I should have.” I shook my head. “But it’s turning out to be a helluva case with no leads, no other evidence and the one person whose input could change that direction, won’t talk.”

      Sipping from her glass, she didn’t respond right away. Her wide, clear brown eyes caught mine. “It’s not that I won’t talk. It’s that I honestly can’t remember.” Her gaze wavered a moment. “Gotta say, never planned on being the lone survivor of a…slaughter.” She laughed harshly, setting her wine down and reaching for a pretzel, paused, then snatched her hand back.

      Such earnest angst in every word. Pain, sorrow, and loss lifted every syllable she spoke. There was no guilt in her admission, but the wave of this visceral, raw grief that pulled at my wavering conviction about the murders.

      “Do you remember what you were feeling earlier that night?”

      Surreptitiously, she rimmed her glass with a slender finger, tilting her had to the right, holding my stare. “Happy, I guess.”

      “You guess?” I pressed forward, my eyes dropping down to her mouth. I’d never noticed how her lower lip puffed out when she spoke. And tonight, I noticed, although she wore little make up, she wasn’t wearing lipstick or gloss. Her lips were a pale coral tone, natural.

      Inviting.

      Where the hell had that come from?

      She popped off a delicate snort. “Not familiar with it. So, it was more geared toward hopeful. I try and keep that when everything else fails.”

      “You sound bitter.”

      “Yeah, it's pretty much my factory setting. I don’t think I’m meant to be happy.” She made a face, lips pulling tight, glancing to the side. “I don’t expect you to understand, detective.”

      “I’d like to.” I could tell my answer surprised her. I took a swig of my beer then surprised myself. “I’ve thought the same a time or ten in my life.”

      “You?” She scoffed, drumming her nails on the wood tabletop. “You appear happy enough. Especially harassing innocent women.” She grinned dolefully.

      I snorted. “But I realized, happy is relative. Change your perspective.”

      Rolling her eyes, she snickered. “Didn’t realize you were a twofer. Detective and life coach.”

      My turn to laugh. “I like to surprise people.” Another sip of beer. “Why do think you’re not meant to be happy. I promise I won’t use it against you.”

      A faint smile curved her lips even as her eyes glazed over. “Hard to be happy when you’re told constantly how unhappy you make people. Your wants, needs, dreams, wishes don’t align with theirs and suddenly you’re the bad guy for wanting to carve out your own spot in the world. Then they treat you as though you’re a problem to be solved, a wild animal to be tamed.”

      Her voice rang with such sad conviction, I found myself pissed off at whoever caused her to feel this way.

      “I left home a long time ago to find myself and now, I’m more lost than ever. I traded one leash for another because I make extremely poor life choices and to be freaking honest, I’m not sure I’m gonna escape this trap.”

      Forlorn and fragile, she sat there, her normally sarcastic and bombastic attitude softened for a moment, allowing me yet another glimpse of the real Kate.

      And this Kate made me feel…protective. Even when I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of her integrity or innocence.

      Slender fingers brushed across her eyes before she straightened. “I…can we change the subject? Not feeling the topic.”

      Rissa swung back by the table, asking if we needed anything.

      I nodded. “Could you get me a pen?” I made a writing motion, she nodded, left, and came back in a moment, handing it over. “Thanks.”

      She smiled and the moment she took off, I plucked a business card from my wallet, scribbled on the back, and slid it across the way.

      Puzzled, Kate picked it up, turned it over and shot me a curious look. “What’s this?”

      “My address. If you ever want to talk about it again or I can even help you find someone to unload on. If you want.” I stumbled on the last words, feeling a bit vulnerable myself. “I’m not a monster, Kate.”

      She blinked slowly, cocking her head to the side for the longest time before slipping the card in her back pocket.

      And that’s what we call a win.

      Reading people is what I do. Sometimes, I get a picture book, others are harder to read than Braille. Staring at Kate, watching the bar lights swirl and reflect in her eyes, she fell into the rarer category of something worth reading. I got the feeling no one ever bothered to read beyond the first few pages of her story.

      And if I’m being honest, while stubborn and secretive, easy to anger and reactionary, she possessed none of the characteristics of a killer. I’d yet to see any deceit or manipulation. She possessed passion and empathy, any mention of the night of the murders brought a sheen to her eyes, tears that glimmered but never fell.

      I had a lifetime of experience and none of it was helping me decide if the woman across from me was a liar on top of being a sadistic mass murderer or an innocent caught up in a web, used for nefarious reasons.

      Kate leaned over, nearly falling out of the booth and waved to someone behind me, then nodded. I scooted over on the bench and craned my head to see a slender black woman with curly afro, dressed nearly like Kate, standing inside the doorway. She met my gaze steadily, grinned and winked before spinning around and walking out. “Who’s that?”

      “Ah, current roommate.” Annoyed, she leaned back. “She dropped me off. Heading to …erm…work for the night now. And no, she isn’t part of what happened. So, please don’t pull a Detective Scully on her.”

      “Okay, for starters, completely different department. Secondly, you’ve never watched a single episode of X-Files and it shows. Think I’m offended.”

      “And I thought I wasn’t going to have any fun tonight. Thank you.” She quipped.

      Taking a swig from my beer, I leaned back and tried to study her a bit more but tonight, there was a challenging gaze in her eyes that made me want to answer it with one of my own, but I couldn’t give into a momentary lust that would create more problems than it might solve.

      Keep your head on straight, Seb. The one on your shoulders.

      “How well do you know your…lawyer?”

      “About as well as I know you” She confessed, then clamped her lips shut.

      “So, not at all?”

      She stiffened in her seat. “Didn’t say that. She’s my lawyer. Not my friend.” She skulled back a sip of her wine, breaking our eye contact.

      Hmmm. Touchy subject.

      “Kate, come on. I don’t appreciate you putting me in the position of bad cop when I’m doing my damn job. I’m trying here. “

      “Trying to what? Consistently make me regret giving you any airtime at all?” She spat, waving her hands her soft accent growing more noticeable as her anger boiled up. “I’ve been clear from the gate: I don’t remember anything. One minute, people were all swooning over some new guest joining us, and the next, I’m waking up to a nightmare.”

      Concentrating on her expressive gestures, I nearly missed her gem of a detail.

      “Guest? What guest?” I nearly yelled, jumping with excitement.

      Kate’s gaze grew confused, then annoyed. “I—I don’t know.”

      She frowned, surprise swimming in her expression. She even closed her eyes a moment before shaking her head. “I don’t know where that came from.” Rubbing her head, she glanced around, clear puzzlement clouding her face. “I can’t see his face.” She shuddered, digging a few bills from her jean pocket. “I—I can’t remember. I told you! But you won’t leave it alone.” Tossing down the money, she scooted from the booth, clearly agitated and before I knew it, my hand shot out to grab her wrist.

      “I can’t leave it alone. People are dead. And you’re all I’ve got.”

      She snatched her hand away, sneering even while her eyes shimmered with tears. “Hate to break it to you, detective. If that’s all that’s in your arsenal, you don’t have much at all.”

      I stood, looming over her, torn between wanting to comfort her and shake some sense into her. “Stop running away. Let me help you.”

      “You can’t. No one can. I’m no murderess. You won’t find my prints or fluids on a single person there.” She hissed, voice low.

      “Then prove it. Let’s get your DNA, we can clear you if there’s no match and you’ll never have to see me again. Otherwise, I’ll be everywhere you go.” It sounded threatening but for some reason, the thought of not seeing her again bothered me.

      And the thought of that bothered me more.

      Shaking her head vehemently, she glared up at me. “I can’t.”

      “You mean won’t.” I snarled, furious at her obstinance. “That’s not how this works, Kate.”

      She stepped back, holding up her hand to ward me off. “I’m afraid that’s exactly how it works, Sebastian.”

      The pit of my stomach bubbled suddenly, a wash of dizziness sweeping over me, causing me to stumble. Blinking rapidly, I made a feeble attempt to reach out to her, but she took another step away, then another. I slumped down hard on the wooden bench, watching her through blurry vision. She turned around at the doorway, held my gaze for a heartbeat, lips moving silently though I couldn’t make out the words.

      Don’t see me.

      Then she was simply gone.

      Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Kate

          

        

      

    

    
      This time he followed me, though mostly only by chance. The bar only had the one exit, after all, leading out onto the beach. I ignored the detective as he called out, looking for me, and I made my way down to the shore and the shadows under the pier. I’d lose him there, fading into the darkness and the scent of the tide.

      Let him chase sand crabs. I was so sick of everybody treating me as though I’d done something wrong! I hadn’t killed the Chantry of Selene, and I certainly wasn’t covering up for whoever did. The vampire behind the slaughter had killed me, too, hadn’t they? Robbed me of my life and freedom, left me stranded in the world with no clue.

      But I can’t tell the detective any of that.

      I aimed a frustrated kick at one of the pier’s wooden pylons as I passed, sending a scuff of chips and splinters down into the wet sand. A second later, the waves stole them away.

      “Fuck.” I crossed my arms and leaned against the pylon. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      From somewhere in the dark, a nasty, grating snarl arose.

      “Evenfall...”

      Icy fear shivered down my spine.

      “Who’s there?” I straightened and braced myself, shooting a glance left and right. In my alarm, the veil of my obfuscation burst like a soap bubble, leaving me with a stark and horrifying sense of nakedness. All Carmilla’s warnings blared like an alarm through my head: true vampires, driven to slaughter the evenfall—hunting us like a shark hunts blood.

      Another growl came from my right. I spun in time to catch sight of the two meaty, muscular arms lunging at me, filthy hands reaching for my throat. The creature’s needle fangs flashed in the moonlight.

      Paralysis seized me. Bright terror exploded in my head like a hundred flash bulbs of a hundred cameras, capturing my terror. I was back in the warehouse, with the Chantry, and the monster was eviscerating them in a frenzy of screams. Blood everywhere. A woman on the floor, clutching her throat with one hand and reaching out for me with the other. Then the monster was at my neck—he’d grabbed me from behind and bent my head to the side, sinking his fangs into my flesh—

      No. No, I was under the pier. I was under the pier, and a strange vampire lunged at me, a fire of hatred in his eyes.

      Then, a figure stepped between us. Sebastian Stone drew back one closed fist and struck with a shout. “Back off!”

      His blow connected. He slugged the vampire right across the jaw. Had he been a human perpetrator, the hit might have been enough to knock him down. The vampire, though, wasn’t so easily fazed: he wound up for a return punch of his own, striking the detective in the gut and doubling him over. A second punch caught Sebastian in the jaw and sent him reeling backward.

      My paralysis wore off, and in its place, vibrant anger rose.

      “Hey!” I snapped at my attacker made a move toward Sebastian. “I thought you wanted to dance with me, asshole!”

      The vampire looked like he belonged to a local motorcycle gang. Leather jacket, jeans, a heavy horseshoe moustache, and shades. Shades? At night? Poser.

      An ugly tattoo marked his neck: a pentagram with a winding, snake-like dragon curling around it. His upper lip twisted into a snarl, revealing a chipped fang.

      “Oof. Bet that hurts, doesn’t it?” I taunted. Raising a hand, I beckoned him to me. “Come on now. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      He abandoned Sebastian and charged at me. I clenched a fist, my body responding on pure, furious instinct. I didn’t know how to fight, but deep down, I knew I really, really wanted to punch this guy straight in the mouth, and that was good enough for me.

      I swung for him. The bastard ducked at the last second, reaching out as though he meant to grab me by the waist and fling me over his shoulder. Reflexively, I tried to jerk away, and at the same time grasped for his hair to pull it as hard as I could. Not the most dignified maneuver, but if it caused him pain and broke his stride, I didn’t care.

      He caught me with one arm. I brought my knee up between us in an awkward sort of high kick, planting my foot on his abdomen in desperate attempt to push him back. All I managed to do was push myself off-balance and fall to the sand.

      He jumped on me. With a scream, I raised my hands up to shield myself.

      Huge hands clamped on my wrists. Again, my mind flashed back to the Chantry—the smell of the vampire’s breath—rotten rose petals and blood—

      “Get off me!”

      Desperate, I pulled up both knees and rocked back enough to get my feet against his ribs. A surge of furious strength exploded within me: I kicked him away, sending him stumbling backward across the sand.

      The sound of running footsteps came quickly on my left. I threw my arm up, expecting a second vampire, a hidden accomplice. It was Tina, though, racing our way. She sprinted to my side and helped me up.

      “Kate! What happened?”

      With the vampire’s attention on me, Sebastian had recovered his balance. Hunkering down low like a bull, he charged at the vampire and body-checked him, throwing him down.

      I jerked a thumb toward their brawl. “Bloodsucker crashed our party. Hurry, before he starts biting.”

      We dashed in. As the vampire threw Sebastian off him in one smooth, easy motion, Tina sunk into a fighter’s stance and moved on him, stomping one foot down on his hand and smashing the other into his face. Her strength, fueled by her supernatural blood, vastly outshone Sebastian’s: the attacker’s head rocked back from the blow, and he gave a choked sort of “Oof!” sound. His teeth came together hard enough to chip a few.

      “I want in,” I growled, crouching to pounce. The vampire rolled away from Tina’s next kick and got back to his feet with incredible speed. I didn’t even see the movement, but all at once he was up again, and bearing down on us with a roar. Tina had broken his stupid shades, and now one bloodshot red eye locked on us as he came our way.

      “Get away from him!” Sebastian yelled.

      I turned my attention on him. He had his gun drawn now, and he positioned himself to fire. The sight of the firearm made me fall back, separating myself from the action, but Tina didn’t retreat. She threw a fist at the attacker’s stomach and followed it up with a hook to the head. Neither knocked him down but she drove him back a step or two. He slugged her, catching her hard in the shoulder and breaking her careful stance. Seizing her by the shoulders, then, he pushed her down and brought one knee up, smashing her in the ribs.

      “I said get away!” Sebastian repeated.

      Whether Tina complied with his order or simply backed off because of the blow, she broke off the attack. The detective fired twice, hitting the vampire high in the shoulder and right in the center of the chest.

      It didn’t drop the bastard, but the sneer on his face changed. The expression suggested he was running through a quick inventory weighing his recent life choices, now that he was faced with not just one fledgling evenfall still undergoing the transformation, but another wicked-strong one with an obvious talent for fighting, and a human holding a gun.

      Uttering a growl more like a hungry, vicious dog than a person, he turned to run. Tina, though, jumped into action, racing after him, as Sebastian yelled, “No! Let him go!”

      I stomped my foot in the sand, an exasperated groan escaping me between clenched teeth. The unspent, furious energy that made me so hot to hit that vampire bubbled over, making me want to beat one of the wooden pylons of the pier instead, until it splintered to pieces, or I broke my knuckles. At the same time, though, I shook violently, a cold, clammy sensation racing through me. Tears sprung to my eyes. I fought back the urge to puke.

      Sebastian rushed to my side. “Are you okay, Kate? Did he hit you?”

      “I’m fine,” I choked. Tilting my face away, hoping he didn’t notice the watery gleam in my eyes, I tried to brush away any evidence of the waterworks. “But I wish I’d hit him. You shouldn’t have jumped in like that.”

      His pretty brow furrowed, green eyes darkening. “Forgive me for not leaving you at the mercy of some thug under the pier.”

      “No...”

      I let out a rough, shaky sigh, and hung my head. “No, you’re right. I’m sorry, Sebastian. It just made me so mad.”

      He seemed shocked to hear me apologize. For a moment he simply stared at me, as if he’d never seen me before.

      Slowly, he lifted a hand to brush my cheek. “Sure you’re okay? I don’t see any bruises, but...”

      “I’m okay. I’m fine.”

      We were interrupted by Tina jogging back. She took in the sight of both of us with wide, bright eyes, scanning for injury. “You two okay?”

      As if someone had just hit a switch somewhere, Sebastian’s temper came roaring back. “Just what did you think you were doing?” He demanded. “You could have been seriously hurt! When a cop tells you to get back, you get back!”

      Tina blinked at him, looking startled, then defiant. “Well, excuse me, officer. I’m sorry I didn’t catch onto your master plan to let him bat you around like a beach ball. I’ll be less impulsive next time and let him kick you in the nads, too.”

      “Calm down!” I snapped at them both. “Look, it’s over, okay?”

      I gave Tina a significant glance. “It is over, right?”

      “Yeah.” She wiped at her brow, as though the activity had raised a sweat, although it hadn’t. “The prick got away. Sorry.”

      The look she gave me in return, though, spoke volumes. The prick hadn’t gotten away, not really. Tina had finished him off, out of sight of the human bystander. I imagined that vampire was now a pile of ash on the sand, and soon enough, the two would be indistinguishable.

      “It was still stupid to go after him,” Sebastian warned her. Whirling on me, then, he demanded, “Who was that? Did you know him?”

      I put a hand to my chest, startled by the sudden question. “What? Me? No, I have no idea who that was.”

      “Some mugger, probably,” Tina said off-handedly.

      “And just why is it that when I hit him, I almost broke my goddamn knuckles?” Stone showed us his hand, reddened and swollen. I could practically see the throbbing heat coming off it. “When you hit him, Miss Vigilante, he crumpled like paper. What the hell is going on?”

      Tina glanced at me with a frown. “I’m... a trained fighter, sir. I guess you softened him up for me, though?”

      “I don’t buy it,” Sebastian snapped. “Something is going on here that you two aren’t telling me.”

      “This again?” I exploded at him. “Goddamn, you’re like a dog with a bone! You need to get off this case, detective, because it is doing a number on your head.”

      He leveled me with a cold, steely glare. “So, it has something to do with your case, does it?”

      “That’s— I didn’t mean—”

      I threw my hands up in frustration. “Ugh! You’re gaslighting me and twisting my words! I have absolutely had it with you! If you don’t stop with this bullshit, Detective Stone, I will have Carmilla so far down your throat with legal repercussions, you’ll choke to death on subpoenas. Stop calling me, stop stalking me, and if you ever so much as mutter my name to one of your cop friends, you better make sure there’s no way in hell I can find out about it because I will make sure they bust you so far down the ladder, you’ll be lucky to get the swing shift security gig at a high school football game!”

      My explosion evidently took him by surprise. His mouth dropped open, but I didn’t give him the chance to retort. Grabbing Tina by the wrist, I pulled her along after me as I stormed away.

      “Kate!” Sebastian yelled after us.

      “Junior varsity!” I yelled back, and Tina and I marched off toward the parking lot, until we reached the beach showers area and the separator wall. Ducking behind the shower structure, I shut my eyes and dug as deep as I could, struggling to obscure both of us from his attention.

      We are no longer here, I thought fiercely, sending my will like a dagger back toward him.

      I didn’t know if it worked. But he didn’t pursue.
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      “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over, expecting different results. Leave. Me. Alone. Because I’d rather drink turpentine and piss on a brush fire than call you back, detective.”

      Sitting in my office, I listened to Kate’s new outgoing voicemail message and scowled, hanging up and resisting the urge to throw my phone across the room. I’d thought we’d made a form of progress, subtly opening up to each other and getting on the same page. Now, I realized we weren’t even in the same fucking library, and I wasn’t sure who I was more pissed at; Kate or myself.

      She’d opened up and become slightly comfortable with me, I’d known it when she shared some of her past with me. Not enough to get a full, real read on her, but enough to soften my suspicion and engender some sympathy. Her revelation of someone new at the warehouse on the night of the murders opened new doorways. Someone unfamiliar. Someone unaccounted for.

      I wanted to believe her. It was that simple. I wanted to clear her for both our sakes, because her open and aching sincerity resonated with me.

      Then she’d run out on me, disappearing into the night. It was sheer luck that I caught sight of her again under the pier, just as some thug jumped her.

      I hadn’t reacted as a cop. Not at first. Something primitive and protective engaged in me as I launched a solid punch—which ended up doing nothing at all. The guy hadn’t even flinched. He’d looked bad, smelled worse, and fought with blind rage. Our eyes met at one point, and I recoiled at the wild, animal intelligence in his.

      That fight had been so strange. The man moved in a jerking, unbalanced way, as though not bound by the laws of gravity, while Kate and her friend delivered some violent moves. I had the distinct impression they weren’t trying to stop him, though.

      They were trying to kill him.

      Something was off. I just couldn’t put my finger on it.

      To add insult to injury, I’d triggered Kate’s animosity again and she’d flounced off with her friend in tow. I’d spent an hour looking for them to no avail and overcome with restlessness, decided to head to the station and attempt to find a lead on this mystery guest.

      I became a detective because I genuinely loved solving puzzles. There was a certain appeal to having a gnarled mess fall into your lap and taking all the corresponding bits and pieces, fashioning a manner of cohesive art, using the palette of logic and reason. Few things satisfied me more than making sense of a senseless crime.

      I’d known the warehouse murders would end up being a challenge. A chamber full of people, from all walks of life, dead. Mutilated savagely and with no small amount of gory greed. Whoever managed to pull this off would have planned this well in advance, understanding the perimeters of a clean escape while making sure no one lived to tell the tale.

      Except…

      Someone had.

      Kate.

      And tonight, a man whose face I vaguely recalled had attacked her with purpose and a lot of strength. Why? It could be unrelated, but a nagging feeling in my chest insisted I consider the possible connections.

      Could the murderer be the man I saw tonight? Had he learned of Kate’s survival and found her somehow, desperate to finish the job because only she could identify him?

      Possible.

      I needed to find him. Stat. Bring him down to the station and interrogate him.

      First though, I would need to find out who he was. He’d struck me as familiar, so chances were probably good I’d arrested him before, or at least that he’d been a guest of the city. His name eluded me, so there was only one thing to do.

      Time to turn to the Good Book.

      It was something of a misnomer these days as we kept booking photographs in an encrypted database rather than in books. The purpose was the same, however, mug shots we used to identify suspects with the help of witnesses. It also included a filtering system which enabled us to cut down the time by entering general, if not specific, details about the perps.

      Excitedly, I got on my laptop, gained access to the station’s records, and entered the information I knew into the computer.

      Six feet tall. Muscular. Short black hair. Caucasian. Mustache. Gang affiliations.

      Plugging it all into the search fields, I hit submit and stood. While the files loaded, I headed down to the break room, brewed myself a steaming cup of tea and started back, brushing off the jibes of the night shift guys and tossing out a few choice digs of my own.

      Seven-thousand, six hundred and nine images waited for me when I returned.

      I sighed and settled in for a long night.

      In the first stroke of luck I’d had since meeting Kate Ramirez, though, it was only a half hour later when I found a full headshot of the guy from the pier.

      Exact match. Marcus Duran.

      I glanced over his rap sheet, and it came as no surprise that he wasn’t Mary Poppins. Assault and battery. Theft. Lewd Conduct. A gaggle of drug offenses. Pimping. Identity fraud. Escape. Homicide pled down to manslaughter. He was no stranger to the system.

      My eyes drifted over his personal information statistics, and I frowned.

      Date of birth: February 16th, 1961.

      No. That couldn’t be right. Peeking at his picture again, I shook my head. It was definitely the same man I’d seen on the beach tonight, but I’d gotten a good look at him before my fist collided with his face. He couldn’t have been any older than thirty.

      Impossible.

      Uneasy, I sat back, staring hard at the photo on the screen. Obviously, the birthdate had to be an error. I studied several arrest records, found a few telephone numbers, made a few calls, but ended up at dead ends with them all. The one emergency contact I found, a nephew, shared that Marcus hadn’t been seen or heard from in over two decades—again throwing me for a bit of a loop. No one was sadder for his disappearance, though. He’d been a real asshole.

      Staring hard at my new friend Marcus, I was at a loss. I needed to find him, and fast.

      Hold on …

      The tattoo.

      A pentagram with a winding, snake-like dragon curled around it, high on the side of his neck. Not too small, not too large, it evoked darkness. Something told me it wasn’t a run of the mill gang tat.

      It would be remembered. If I could catch a lead on where this ink was done, maybe I could track Duran down.

      Unfortunately, it was nearing midnight and I didn’t know a damn thing about tattoos.

      But I know a guy who does. And he stays open late.
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      “Well, well, well.” Renfield Duke greeted me as I walked into Full Metal Tattoos, the only all-night tattoo studio in Newport. He was skinny and on the shorter side, dressed in black jeans and matching tank top. Tribal symbols, mythological gods, and other stylish icons covered his bare arms and the part of his bony chest I could see. Piercings dotted his ears, nose and lips, and his greasy black hair was pulled up into an inelegant man bun.

      “That’s a deep subject, Ren.” I quipped, shutting the door behind me.

      “Touché, brother. Touché.”

      A transplant from Newcastle, England, Ren crossed my path a couple of years back while I was working a case on tattoo parlor robberies. He’d worked in a different shop then but his cordial, forthcoming personality ensured a casual friendship after the case was closed. Now, he owned Full Metal, did a booming business, and kept up a great relationship with the beach and surf community.

      Even now, after midnight, a few people sat in various chairs, getting inked by other artists. Low music blared from speakers set in the wall. The lighting glowed soft purple everywhere except for the individual cubicles. Ren’s space sat empty, so he lounged at the front reception desk. Good. It would give me a bit of time to pick his brain.

      “Got a minute?” I leaned on the counter; arms folded casually.

      “For you, mate, I might even have two, three max.” He grinned brightly. “What can I do for ya, Dick Tracy?”

      “Funny.” I snorted, fishing out the copy of Marcus Duran’s mug shot and sliding it his way. “First, does this guy looks familiar to you?”

      He took it, staring at it laconically, from all angles. Finally, he shook his head. “Never seen him, boss. Looks a bit like a friend of mine, Danny T. But Dan don’t have that neck ink.”

      Ren gave the photo back. “Sorry, friend.”

      I nodded, sliding the photo back toward him. “Which brings me to my second question. The tattoo? Does it look familiar to you? Is it something you do here? Or do you know someone who would?”

      Ren’s lip curled slightly. Studying the picture a bit longer, he shook his head again. “Between you, me, and Her Maj, it’s not something I’d ink, personally. Bit low brow, yeah?”

      He shrugged. “Looks like an initiation or gang tat, and those tend to be done by their own and not in public places. Mind if I ask my crew? One of ‘em may have a better answer.”

      “I’d appreciate that, Ren. I’ll wait here.”

      “Make yourself useful, yeah? If the phone rings, answer it.” Ren chortled, rising, and heading toward the back of his shop.

      Taking a seat in the waiting area, I picked up a book of tattoo graphics and flipped through it. I didn’t have any tattoos, myself. Nor did I think I’d getting one anytime soon. Not with my unshakable fear of needles. No clue where it came from, I only knew I’d been this way for as long as I could remember. It would take a battalion of nurses to hold me down when I needed the necessary shots as a kid. A story my mother, when she was alive, loved to embellish on frequently.

      Kate jumped into my head, unbidden. Did she have any tattoos, I wondered?

      Kate, Kate, Kate. What a piece of work. By turns girlish and growly, nervous and natural, sardonic and strong. I’d known her all of a hot minute and yet I wasn’t sure if I wanted to kiss her or kill her.

      Kiss her? Where had that come from?

      I think we both know exactly where it came from, an unwelcome part of my psyche replied.

      No. I had to stop that line of thought right in its tracks. Kate was a witness. Off limits.

      Betcha in bed, she has no limits. Gotta put an A.P.B. on this M.H.B.

      I groaned to myself, disgusted by my own awful humor. M.H.B. Massive Hate Boner.

      Just like the one I get when I think too much about that smart mouth of hers.

      “Sorry, Clouseau, can’t get a bead on this one for you.” Ren drifted back, studying the picture again. “The longer I look at it, the more familiar it gets, but I just can’t nail it, yanno?”

      I stood, nodding, taking the picture. “Thanks, Ren. I appreciate you taking the time.”

      “Yeah, you did me a solid once, Seb. Still hoping to do you one.” He smiled easily, chuckling at the tat book I still held in my other hand. “C’mon, let me pop your ink cherry. I’ll be gentle, respectful. May even buy you dinner first.”

      With a guffaw, he took the catalogue from me. “Something nice and low key. Nothing too goth or witchy—”

      He stopped, slapping a palm against his forehead. “Hold on! Witchy! I can’t believe I didn’t think of it before.”

      “Think of what?”

      “The pentagram. Pagan symbol, favorite of some witchy folk I know.” He slipped behind the front desk, grabbing up a pen and writing something on the back of the photo before handing it back. “My girl’s got a couple of lady friends who run a bookshop. That’s their address. Only, it’s not your regular kind of place. They dabble in all things occult. They might be able to help. And you’re in luck, they’re still open.”

      The occult? Oh now, this keeps getting better. “Ren, you’re the best.”

      “You’re not wrong. Now get outta here, Nancy Drew. Hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      Me, too.
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      The chimes over the door to Mystic Sisters sounded as I walked in. They bore a more-than-coincidental resemblance to the opening theme of The Exorcist, making me pause, then pinch the bridge of my nose with a sigh. Not amusing.

      A slender girl with shoulder-length ash blonde hair and big, brown doe eyes stood before a bookcase, turning to me with a smile as the chimes announced my entrance. The skirt of her sage green, vaguely renaissance-looking dress twirled prettily. “Welcome! I’m Tali. Can I help you?”

      “Hi there, Tali.” I showed her my badge. “I’m Detective Sebastian Stone with the Newport Beach P.D. I’m investigating a case and thought you might be able to help me with some information.”

      Her expression immediately darkened, her smile dissolving into a worried, almost apologetic look, as though she thought she’d done something wrong. I tucked the badge away and waved a hand. “No worries, you’re not in any kind of trouble. I’ve had a sort of symbol come up in my investigation, an occult symbol, I’m told, and I’m just hoping you can identify it for me.”

      “Oh...” She dropped her gaze shyly to the floor. “Okay. What’s the symbol?”

      I flipped open my notebook and took out the folded photocopy of Marcus Duran’s neck tattoo. Tali took it and examined it, holding it up to the light, tracing over the image with her fingers.

      “The star’s a Wiccan thing, isn’t it?” I prompted.

      Her brown eyes widened, and she shook her head. “No, no, no! Not like this. We use the pentagram, the five-pointed star, as a symbol of balance and the unity of elements.”

      Handing me back the photocopy, she gestured for me to follow her up to the counter. After a quick perusal of the shelf behind the register, she pulled down a slim book and showed me the image on the cover: a five-pointed star enclosed within a circle. Five small icons labeled each point of the star, angular elemental symbols, and beneath these were the words water, fire, earth, and air. The topmost point read spirit.

      “This is our symbol. When it’s depicted within a circle like this, it’s a pentacle. The circle contains and protects the power of the elements and the spirit.”

      Taking the photocopy from me again, she smoothed it out on the counter beside the book, and pointed out the differences. “Here, the pentagram—the star—is inverted, and the points break out through the continuity of the circle. The inverted pentagram suggests the shape of a goat’s head: two horns, two ears, and the snout, or the tongue sticking out. That’s a... well, a...”

      Whatever she wanted to say, it clearly made her nervous. Before she could finish her sentence, though, we were interrupted by the sound of a door closing, and another young woman—this one taller, with vibrant, ruby-red hair, stepped out from a room marked Employees Only, carrying a stack of shallow boxes.

      “Everything all right out here, Tali?” From behind the inventory in her hands, she hadn’t noticed me. She carried the boxes up to the counter and set them down, planting a hand on one hip with a softly exhaled, “Whew!”

      She turned toward Tali and saw me at last. “Oh! I didn’t know we had a customer! Hello!”

      I reached out my hand, and she shook it with a pleasant smile. She wore a dress quite similar in style to Tali’s, though hers was a chipper blend of summery greens and yellows.

      “This is my partner, Willa,” Tali said. Willa stepped up to her side and slipped an arm around her waist, beaming with pride. “Willa, this is Detective Stone, from N-Newport Beach P-P—”

      “P.D.,” I finished for her. I didn’t normally have a lot of patience for jumpy or nervous folks, especially when I needed information out of them, but Tali’s sweet shyness was too charming to be angry at. I’d shaken her up, and the picture of the tattoo had only unsettled her more. Still, she’d helped, and I appreciated that.

      Willa’s gaze fell to the photo, and I watched her thoughtful expression as she looked it over.

      “That tattoo belongs to a suspect in a case I’m working,” I explained. “Tali was kindly helping me to identify what it might mean, and how I might find the guy with it on his neck.”

      “He’s either some flashy edgelord who wants attention,” Willa replied, “or he’s a really nasty piece of work.”

      She slid the page back across the counter to me. “The inverted pentagram was appropriated from Wicca by people who want to call themselves Satanists. Most are all flash and no substance. Some belong to a modern version of the movement which promotes strong ideas of individualism and anti-religion. This, though...”

      She regarded the image and shook her head, clucking her tongue. “This seems different. The points of the star break out of the protection circle, for one thing. That indicates defiance of natural laws and protection. The upside-down star forms the head of a goat—”

      “Right, I told him,” Tali said. “Horns, ears, and snout.”

      “Which could be an invocation of the demon Baphomet,” Willa finished. “But... it’s the dragon that’s really interesting.”

      “How so?” I asked.

      “Dragons aren’t typically a symbol of Satanism.” She tightened her arm around Tali, pulling the other girl close and dropping a gentle kiss on the crown of her head. “There are instances of it, of course, but there are animals that are far more closely associated with the devil, like snakes, goats, jackals...”

      I jotted down what she said in the notebook, nodding. “I may be a lapsed Catholic boy, but I thought the serpent was the epitomal Satanic symbol.”

      “The serpent, yes,” she agreed. “But this is a dragon. See, two limbs, wings. Serpents traditionally have no limbs and no wings.”

      “It does seem very much like a wyrm, though,” Tali suggested to her partner. “I mean, it’s got the wings and tail, sure, but its body is elongated. It’s crawling on its belly. That could tie it in to classical demonology, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe...”

      Willa unlooped her arm from Tali’s waist and bent closer, peering carefully at the picture. After a moment she picked it up. “Do you mind if I take it into the back with me? I can look it up on some of my reference sites.”

      I’d already done my own search, but I had a feeling these girls would have a lot better intuition for where to look and what to look for. “Sure, go ahead. In the meantime, Tali, do you mind if I ask you a few more questions?”

      “Sure,” she said brightly. Evidently Willa’s presence had chased away some of her shyness.

      Willa disappeared into the back again with the photocopy while Tali picked up the book she’d chosen and replaced it on the shelf.

      “Do you know anything about local occult groups? The kind who might use symbols like the ones in that tattoo?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied. “We’re Wiccan. Most of the people we get in the shop are, too, or they identify with another branch of Neopaganism, but I’ve never seen anyone with a symbol like that in our circles.”

      “I’m looking into a multiple homicide,” I told her.

      Her doe eyes widened again and her face paled. “Not from our community. One chief tenet of Wicca is harm none. It’s as important to us as the ten commandments are to Catholics.”

      I nodded, placating her, but I was a touch more cynical than that. Catholics discarded the commandments regularly. Tali certainly seemed like a sweet girl, someone who wouldn’t hurt a flea, but I would bet money there were Wiccans out there who weren’t quite as nice.

      “The scene of the crime was dressed like a stage, like a period piece. Red velvet, a lot of chaise lounges and draperies, high-backed chairs. Very gothic. Some of the victims were dressed up in sort of old-fashioned clothing, too. I thought maybe it was a theater group, but then I found that symbol.”

      “It was on one of the dead people?” she asked.

      “No, it was someone else, but I think maybe they had something to do with it.”

      Willa returned from the back, holding a sheaf of papers. She set them down between us as Tali said, “Were any of the people wearing any other icons? Did anyone have a pentagram, or something like this?”

      She pulled one of their business cards from a plate beside the register and showed me an image of three moons: two crescent, one full. I shook my head.

      “One man did have some kind of cross. One of the ones with the loop on top?”

      “An ankh,” she said. I nodded, thinking that sounded right, and pulled my phone from my pocket. I doubted she’d be able to hold her cookies if I showed her any of the full, gruesome crime scene photos, but maybe I could zoom in on the brooch without giving her a glimpse of anything too intense.

      I flipped to the picture of the man with his throat torn open and fiddled with it until I more or less got the worst blood and viscera out of frame, then showed it to them both. They peered at it, and Tara nodded, “Yep, that’s an ankh.”

      “Let me see that...” Willa took the phone from my hand. I relinquished it without arguing. If she got a better look, she might be able to tell me more. Tali watched the screen as Willa ran her fingertip across, and when the smaller woman blanched and let out a choked gasp, I could guess Willa had zoomed out to see the whole, ugly mess.

      “I know him,” she said.

      I straightened. A bolt of triumph shot through me. Hallelujah, we have a lead!

      Snatching up my notebook and pen again, I prepared to write. “Who is he? What can you tell me about him?”

      “His name is David.” She set down the phone, hiding the screen. “Was, I guess. David Pace. He came in here sometimes, usually interested in junk like that ankh. Didn’t know the first thing about Wicca and didn’t care. He was obsessed with vampires.”

      I stared at her. “Vampires? Vampires. Like Bella Lugosi?”

      “David had a whole thing about them.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Some people we get in here have an interest in supernatural lore, the origins of legends like vampires and lycanthrope, the different ways cultures represent them. David’s view started and ended with Anne Rice novels. He thought of them as these beautiful, benevolent, misunderstood creatures. ‘True angels’, I even heard him say once or twice. I don’t like to speak ill of customers, detective, or judge people’s beliefs... but he was out there.”

      I scribbled madly in my notebook. “Anything else you can tell me?”

      She rubbed at the back of her neck in an awkward, uncomfortable gesture. “Well, I’d like to think it’s just a coincidence... but I found some information on your tattoo. I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      She spread out the pages she’d brought with her from the back room. The first was my photocopy. The others looked like printouts from various webpages or electronic files, displaying similar images of a snakelike dragon, the inverted pentagram with the goat’s head Tali had described sketched within it, and portraits people displaying various iterations of the tattoo.

      “It isn’t immediately associated with Satan,” she began. “Not the Judeo-Christian devil, I mean. Some people might say it’s associated with a devil, though.”

      She pointed at one of the images. “This version of the dragon originally comes from an order of knights from the time of the Crusades. The Order of the Dragon. There are accounts that their leader lost his mind and committed a lot of atrocious, unforgivable acts of blasphemy. Desecrated churches, marched his armies on Christian towns and monasteries, drank the blood of those he killed. Some claim he vowed he would kill God Himself. Needless to say, the church condemned him and his whole family. The tattoo you showed us, it’s sort of a more modern amalgamation of his symbol with that of Satan worship, sort of equating the two. You might call them the new Order of the Dragon.”

      I’d stopped writing, stalled by a leaden feeling in my gut growing heavier and heavier as she spoke. I wasn’t much of a horror movie fan, but I’d seen this one.

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” I muttered. My mouth had gone dry. “You’re talking about—”

      “Vlad the Impaler,” she said with a nod. Gathering the papers back together, she pushed them across the counter to me.

      “Dracula.”
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      Carmilla was pissed.

      Tina and I stood in the lounge, shrinking like a pair of teenagers just caught smoking weed in the bathroom. Carmilla stalked back and forth in front of us, while Quin and Brigid sat at the bar, watching the fireworks.

      Now I understood why others called Carmilla a vampire queen. Her usual cool, catlike demeanor had disappeared entirely, leaving a harsh, regal creature in its place who glared down at us in icy hauteur, nostrils flaring as she read us the riot act.

      “—can’t believe you would be so completely, so stupidly careless! Engaging in a fight with a true bloodsucker that close to humans. Letting a human join the fight with you! What were you thinking? Surrounded by witnesses!”

      “We didn’t exactly have a lot of choice!” I argued, unable to contain my own anger. “We didn’t ask for the vampire to jump us!”

      “What did I tell you?” She demanded. Her eyes flashed a sharp ruby red, and she bared her fangs with a snarl. “They’re drawn to our kind! They hunt us down for the sheer pleasure of tearing us apart and devouring the pieces! You should have been more careful. Never go pouting off alone into a shadowy place without weapons! And you, you’re not even trained yet! You’re a child, Katalina!”

      “Who do you think you are? My mother?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you going to tell me I can’t go anywhere on my own? Poor Baby Kate needs a babysitter all the time?”

      She brought a fist down on one of the lounge tables, cracking it right down the middle, making me and Tina both jump. At the bar, Brigid brought a hand up to her mouth to cover a gasp.

      “Carmilla,” Quin said in a calm voice. “Ease up a little, darlin’. Last thing I need is to have to replace the furniture again.”

      She whirled on him. “Do you think this is funny, Quincey? Detective Stone is already pushing too hard on us with his murder investigation, and the last thing I need is for him end up a victim. That’ll bring the rest of the Newport P.D. down on us looking for answers!”

      He raised both hands in a gesture of peace. “All right, all right. That ain’t gonna happen. The cop didn’t get hurt, Kate and Tina handled the bloodsucker, and Katie’ll be more careful next time. Ain’t that right, Katie?”

      “I don’t need you to speak up for me, Quin!” I snapped, clenching my fists at my side. He hung his head with a sigh and took a long drink from his hip flask. Brigid patted his hand consolingly.

      “Look, Carmilla, I never asked to be part of your fun little ‘night stalkers’ agency,” I said. “Maybe I should be thankful for you busting me out of the hospital and covering my tracks after the Chantry incident, but you didn’t really do it for me. You’ve got some game plan you’re not telling me about, and you think I’m too new and naïve to know it. The truth is, you’re just as bad as the Chantry. Worse! You’re just as bad as my parents.”

      Carmilla sneered. “Careful, little girl. You’re proving just how naïve you really are.”

      Tina stepped forward before I could shoot back a nasty reply. “Carmilla, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let Kate out of my sight, even for second. You’re right. We should have known better.”

      “Don’t kowtow to her!” I shouted. “We didn’t have a choice, Tina! The vampire attacked us!”

      Without looking at me, she muttered, “You shouldn’t have gone off to the pier alone. You should have come right back to me when you were done with Stone.”

      Furious tears welled up in my eyes. The petulant sting only made me angrier—I knew my cheeks must be turning a bright, ready-to-cry pink, and everybody could see. I hated crying when I was mad!

      Refusing to give in, I spun toward the elevator and stormed away.

      “We’re not finished, Katalina!” Carmilla yelled after me. If I opened my mouth, I knew my voice would crack, so I just flipped her the bird and smashed the elevator button with my other fist.

      If she really didn’t want me to leave, she could stop me. We both knew it. There was a shattered piece of lounge table on the floor proving she could overpower me without breaking a sweat. But she didn’t. I took that to mean she was just as sick of looking at me as I was of looking at her.

      In the elevator, I let out a choked, aggravated scream, and punched the inside of the door. I’d seen the fangs of the other evenfall emerge in moments of high emotion, and now my gums ached around my canines, infuriating me more for the rage I couldn’t properly display. As a vampire, even a partially transformed one, I seemed to be impotent.

      I can’t stay here. It’s just another trap, another place where I’m supposed to run through other people’s mazes, and I get no agency of my own. I made the mistake of walking into that trap with the Chantry—I’m not going to do it again!

      I’d pressed the button for the underground level but now, hardly thinking about it, I hit the ground floor button too. I caught the car just in time, and it shuddered to a stop, dinging softly as the plate above the doors blinked “G”.

      Before the doors opened, I closed my eyes and drew in a breath, pulling together my veil of obscurity. It came to me easily now; at least there was one talent I could claim, even if I couldn’t walk up walls or smash tables in half or even properly bite someone.

      I stepped out into the lobby. Voices came from the direction of the front desk, and as I strode out onto the open floor, I saw Brian and Ji-Huyn chatting together. Neither looked up as I crossed the room.

      “How long did it take you to get the dressing down from Carmilla?” Ji asked Bryan, sitting on the desk and filing her nails.

      The lobby door stood open, letting in the sweet smell of the ocean air. I could walk right out without alerting them to my presence at all.

      “Oh, I think I made it at least a week before I triggered her temper,” Brian replied. He appeared to be working on a crossword puzzle in the newspaper. “You?”

      “I think she was ready to skin me alive before my second night.” She smiled impishly. “Told her there was no way I was missing the ISF Surfing Championships, fangs or no fangs. Of course, that’s before we found out the only surfing I’d see again was night surfing.”

      “Mm-hm.” Brian tapped his newspaper and jotted down a word. “I think I remember that. She was livid with you for putting sport ahead of the life-altering transformation before you.”

      “Yeah, well.” Ji sounded wistful. “I didn’t want anything altered. Just like the new girl, I imagine.”

      If I hadn’t been in such a foul mood, I probably could have appreciated Ji’s understanding. I was still spitting mad, though, and the tears had started to fall despite my best efforts, so I walked past them both, completely unnoticed, and out the front door.

      The night air wafted cool over my skin. Even though I didn’t need to, I drew in a deep breath, and listened for the sound of the nearby waves. I debated going down to the beach by myself for a while to let my head clear. I’d come back when my anger had cooled.

      Why should I, though? Am I supposed to just calm down and go to Carmilla again when I’m ready to apologize, like Tina? I have nothing to apologize for!

      With a scowl, I turned the other direction, shoving my hands in my pockets and marching down the street. I had no destination in mind, but I didn’t care. I’d end up somewhere—I always did.

      How did I always end up stumbling on people hellbent on controlling everyone around them? My own father had done it all my life. He’d allowed me no privacy, no agency of my own. And my mother went right along with it. I’d never even been able to choose my own clothes; they bought everything for me, stocked my closet with outfits they found appropriate. Girls your age dress like trash, Emiliano would tell me. You’re not going to go buy a bunch of crop tops and miniskirts and parade around like a streetwalker.

      In the Chantry, most of the new people like me were expected to wear a certain style of outfit as well. I’d resisted. Pushed the boundaries as much as I could. The group’s leaders—the elders—had humored me, at least. I’d always had a feeling they’d eventually want to have a word about it. The same way they would if they’d found out I kept a cell phone in my things and still contacted my Tia Mimi from time to time. They’d want a word... and then, they’d press me hard, until I either broke down and complied, or walked away. Then, they’d tell the rest of the group, including the folks I was staying with, that I’d failed to live up to the expectations of Selene.

      I could practically hear David explaining my absence. We thought she had something special, but alas, she proved unworthy. Just another dull mortal. A cow of the field.

      “Yeah, well, who’s ascended now, you ass?” I grumbled as I kicked a chipped piece of pavement and sent it skittering down the walk.

      I thought immediately of the crime scene photos Detective Stone had shown me. At times, it was hard to keep in mind the dead people had been people I knew. People I’d lived with, even. David, lying across his precious faux Turkish rug, his blood hardly discernible against its bright red pattern. Lauren and Scott, the couple who had rented me a room and first invited me to the Chantry meetings. I’d really liked them. Of the few photos Sebastian had shown me, none had Lauren in them, but Scott had been sitting at the dining table, slumped over with his face in a bowl of soup. Half his face. The other half had just been... gone.

      The tears flowed more freely now, and I choked back a sudden raw sob. I’d tried very hard not to think about what had happened to all the others. Maybe part of me figured if I just didn’t think about them, if I didn’t acknowledge what I’d seen in Sebastian’s files, maybe I could trick myself into believing it hadn’t been them in the warehouse with me at all.

      Why did I survive? Why me? Why only me?

      A cold breeze brought my attention back to the present. I’d wandered a couple of blocks, into a quiet, run-down business park. None of the buildings had lights on inside, and the dim streetlamps left stretches of darkness between round pools of lazy yellow.

      I should head for somewhere busier.

      Carmilla’s warnings returned despite my anger with her. I’d already run into one vampire tonight ready to murder me. Would my power to hide myself protect me from others? Or would their rabid bloodlust for evenfall allow them to sniff me out anyway?

      I paused and looked up and down the sidewalk. I’d crossed a major street only a few minutes ago. I could still see the traffic lights changing from here. I decided to return to it and follow its course.

      I’d taken a whole three steps back the way I’d come when a husky laugh floated up from the darkness behind me, and a cold hand came down on my shoulder.
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      My gasp died on the air as Viggo stepped into a puddle of dim light, a wide smile gracing his old-world features. My curled fists, raised mid chest, fell, fingers flexing in relief even as I yelled in frustration.

      “Not cool! Are you jonesing for a stake job?” I gritted out, pushing him back with a harsh shove. “And stop laughing!”

      His golden eyes glowed with satisfaction. “Have I scared you, my Kate?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, bud.”

      Your Kate? Weird.

      “I’ve been thinking of you since our last meeting. I confess I’d hoped to run into you again and voila, here you are.”

      Still smarting from earlier, I shrugged, in no mood to be conciliatory. “Your lucky night.”

      He shot me a sly smile, agreeing. “I won’t argue.” He glanced up and down the street. “Where are your companions this evening? I cannot sense them.” He sniffed the air delicately, flashing a sly grin. “Leaving a newborn evenfall to her own devices is unusual. Your mistress must have abundant faith in your abilities.”

      Another blast of resentment hit me. “I have one mistress. And that’s me. And I don’t need a babysitter. I can take care of myself.”

      I turned to walk away, not in the mood for anyone else’s bullshit tonight.

      Viggo fell instep besides me, matching his pace to mine. “Forgive me, Katalina. I didn’t mean to imply you can’t defend yourself, but I worry your skills may not be perfected yet.”

      Blowing out a low breath, I glanced sideways at him. Tonight, he wore a startling white suit, pure silk that fit him like a glove. His lightly groomed goatee and slicked backed hair shone with all the wonders Pantene offered. Nails, long and painted a vibrant green, glimmered under the moonlight. Handsome, wily, and mysterious.

      “Why do you care? Technically, we’re enemies.”

      We turned to the left, slowly walking in the middle of the street past homes quiet and shuttered, with little to no light shining from the streetlamps. The dimly lit roadways came thanks to a new ordinance prohibiting full wattage after nine.

      “I’ve lived a long time, Kate. I’m capable of controlling my bloodlust and to be frank, you fascinate me. I’ve never met an evenfall such as yourself before. While most, on both sides, would condemn our little friendship, I am of a different mind.”

      “Do I get a gold star?” I huffed, increasing my pace. My agitation continued to grow, and I wasn’t sure I wanted his company.

      “What’s troubling you?” He asked, matching me step for step.

      “Cliff notes or unabridged?” I couldn’t help the anger in my voice, then sighed, rubbing my temples slowly. “I got attacked earlier, by another vampire. Tina was with me.”

      I paused. “A human, unfortunately, got involved.”

      Viggo didn’t speak for a moment, sliding his arm around my shoulders in an awkward attempt at a side hug. I shifted my shoulders, offering him a tight smile when his arm dropped.

      “Were you hurt?” He put out his hand to stop me walking, half turning to stare at me.

      Shaking my head, I looked down then up. “He tagged me a few times, but I got a good lick or two in. Tina, on the other hand…”

      I thought of her calm stance, her powerful kicks. “She’s pretty amazing.”

      Viggo nodded, a slight frown marring his otherwise perfect brow. “What did he look like? I will hunt this creature down for you myself.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “What makes you think he isn’t a pile of ash on the sand right now?”

      “You killed him?” Disbelief clouded his eyes. “Impossible.”

      Pursing my lips, I resumed my walk. “Not me. Tina. She’s wicked fast and strong.”

      “Quite.” He responded, keeping his pace at my side. “You should be rejoicing, Kate, not moping around like a child denied candy. “

      I whirled on him, thankful the street was shrouded by shadows. “I’ve had enough of people condescending to me tonight. First Sebastian, then Carmilla, now you. None of you know the first thing about who I am, where I’ve been and how this world shaped me. You’re no better than my parents and their attempts to hold me hostage to their beliefs and ideals. I left all that behind a long time ago but here we are, someone telling me what I should and shouldn’t feel, think, see, do, etc. No one makes that decision except me. I will do as I want, as I feel, and everyone else can keep up or fuck off. I don’t care which, but I tell you this, Lord Vampire, I’m done with other people dictating the story of my life. I hold the pen, no one else. Got it?”

      His yellow eyes flickered with amusement throughout my rant, face frozen with enjoyment as my voice rose higher. After a moment, he slow clapped, each strike of his hands like a gunshot in the night. Finally, he offered me a sweet grin, winking. “So passionate! Your sire was a fool to abandon you.” He reached out, brushing a strand of loose hair from my brow, his gaze growing hooded, dark. “What a prize.”

      Uneasily, I backed away. “I’m not something to be won.”

      He dropped his hand, nodding thoughtfully and apologetically. “As you say.”

      We continued walking until we found ourselves on the main street I’d aimed for.

      “However, I sense there is more troubling you than a passing fight. Unfortunately, this is the way of our worlds, Kate. There will always be another battle. Time without end.”

      Passing an antique store, I debated what, if anything, I should confide in him. Viggo wasn’t close to the source of my fury. He knew of her but didn’t know her personally. A disinterested third party who could perhaps give me an unbiased opinion.

      “It’s Carmilla.” I began. “She tries too hard and falls short every time when it comes to helping me understand. Then gets pissed off and tries putting me in my place.”

      I snorted angrily. “She talks at me, not to me. And for all her darlings and sweethearts, I don’t buy what she’s selling. She feeds me information piecemeal, making me feel as though I’m little more than a performing seal waiting for her next trick.”

      We came to an intersection, pausing as a few mortals ran up to hit the crosswalk button. I lowered my voice.

      “But what’s really got my knickers twisted is that tonight was not our fault. We didn’t seek out this asshole. He came to us, and we had no choice to but to fight. What else were we supposed to do? Let him eat me? Kill Sebastian?”

      The light changed and we crossed the street, letting the mortal herd move past us. Remarkably, no one seemed to acknowledge our presence. I knew I wasn’t tapping into my powers, so it must be Viggo. I shot him a look which he returned with a wide, unapologetic grin.

      “Tell me, Kate. Who is Sebastian?” He queried, stepping aside to let me step up on the curb first.

      “The detective assigned to the warehouse murders. It’s his case and I’m the one who walked away. He thinks I’m a witness or the one responsible, either way, he’s on me tighter than a pair of jeans on Justin Bieber.”

      “So, he followed you last night?”

      “Ah, no. He asked me to meet him so I could answer some questions, and I agreed. One of the worst mistakes I’ve made lately.” I shook my head, snorting. “We met, the questioning went down a path I didn’t like, so I left and headed to the pier for one blessed moment of pure solitary peace. That’s when Fredrich Von Frankenfang came outta nowhere and jumped me. Sebastian, like a good little knight in shining armor, followed me and got involved.”

      “The human attacked a vampire?” Viggo asked incredulously.

      “Yep. I mean, he didn’t do much damage. Okay, he didn’t really do any damage, but still.” I swerved to avoid a woman with a stroller. “I did my best to keep him from becoming a happy meal with legs.”

      “Why not let the vampire handle him? One less thing for you to worry about.”

      Making a face, I laughed uneasily. “Not my style.”

      “How do you feel about this detective of yours?”

      “Oh, he’s not mine. Not like that.”

      The denial came too quick, and much as I hated to admit it, it sounded utterly false even to me.

      But... he isn’t mine. Shit, how fucked up would that be? He’s got looks, sure, but those social skills are just trash.

      Viggo smiled, as though he were reading my thoughts. “Tell me about him, precious.”

      “Not much to tell. Tall, dark.” I counted off on my fingers. “Impossibly annoying, impatient, stubborn as an ass.”

      Chiseled jaw, sharp cheekbones, heavenly green eyes... Like a lake during spring, mossy and inviting. Slender hands with callused fingers. Lips any woman would die for...

      “You know, really, just an ass,” I said. Get it together, horndog. “That’s really all you need to know. He’s a great, big ass.

      Viggo broke into a fit of laughter, so I increased my pace and turned down another side street. All I’d wanted was a few minutes alone to gather my thoughts and get rid of this heavy cloud of anxiety dogging my steps.

      But no. Little Katie doesn’t get to make those kinds of decisions for herself.

      As if in proof, Viggo caught up, putting a cool hand on my elbow. “Kate, my sweet, wait.”

      “I’m not your sweet.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “I mean no offense.”

      I shrugged his hand off. Our eyes clashed.

      “Poor pretty girl.” He leaned in close, nearly whispering. “Always running, and yet always finding herself leashed by one master or another.” He leaned in close, nearly whispering. “Like little Dorothy, stuck in Oz, yet having the power to break free all along and be her own person.”

      He clucked his tongue. “It is better to ask forgiveness than permission, Katalina.”

      “Meaning?” I growled, sick of his bullshit.

      “Take back control. Do something to show the others and yourself that you are a force to be reckoned with, not some dirty smudge on the bottom of a shoe, constantly stepped on.”

      “And how do you propose I do that?” I snapped.

      Smirking, he shrugged. “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      Then he melted into shadows. From somewhere in the darkness came a rush of wings, and he was gone.

      Nice, great.

      Agitated, confused, and frankly riled up by the complete lack of agency I seemed to have in my own life, I tilted my head back to stare at the moon. As I shoved my hands in my pockets, my fingers brushed against something in the left one.

      Pulling it out, I glanced at the business card Stone had slipped me earlier. I flipped it over. There was his address.

      Just an ass. A great, big ass.

      But there was more to it. I couldn’t stand his arrogant, implacable, frightening pursuit of me, the way he treated me sometimes like a helpless victim and others like a sinister mastermind. If he kept his goddamn mouth shut and his mind off gruesome slayings, though he wasn’t half-bad. He was, in fact, pretty damned gorgeous.

      Oh, but he’s off-limits, Kate. He’s a cop, Kate, and you’re just a piece of his puzzle.

      What would Daddy Dearest say? The man’s got a job to do, Katie, He doesn’t need you distracting him with any silly women’s games.

      Ha. Sebastian had said practically the same thing himself when we first met. The first thing he wanted me to know was how much he hated playing games.

      Well, maybe I wanted to play. Maybe I deserved a little game time, after all I’d been through. I’d died, for fuck’s sake, and it turned out my death wasn’t much better than what came before. I was still being pushed around by everyone, hustled this way and that, just another piece of everyone’s goddamn puzzle!

      I knew what I wanted. It didn’t matter if it was off-limits. It was time I got to decide something for myself.

      Better to ask forgiveness than permission.
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      When Sebastian opened the door to his apartment, the surge of temptation overwhelmed me. Excitement and anxiety clashed, making me tremble. I didn’t know if I wanted to throw him down and bite him or just tear off all his clothes.

      No fitted suit this time. I’d caught him in late-night casual, probably the clothes he usually slept in: relaxed black tank top, showing off sculpted, muscular arms and beautiful pecs; slim, gray pajama bottoms, the kind that cinched in front with a cord. His hung untied, the ends dangling loose and suggestive.

      His hair, normally so neatly combed, now looked a touch disheveled. He might have just returned from the gym, except I could smell him like a wolf smells a rabbit and detected not a hint of sweat on him. Freshly showered, in fact. Clean with the scent of invigorating soap—hints of cedarwood and lime. He hadn’t shaved, though, wearing a sexy five o’clock shadow.

      Damn, he’s pretty. I hate that! Why can’t he just be average, with a weak chin and a weird unibrow or something?

      “Kate?” He furrowed his brow, confused. Leaning out into the hall, he looked back and forth, as if expecting someone else.

      I stepped toward him, backing him into his apartment and kicking the door shut behind me. His expression became a scowl. “Exactly what do you think you’re doing, Ms. Ramirez?”

      “What happened to ‘Kate'?” I mimicked the way he had said it before, his note of concern. Peeling off my jacket, I advanced on him. The scent of his skin, his blood, stirred up a fever in my head.

      I don’t care how risky it is to be here. I just want to be the one making the decisions for once!

      So many choices had been taken away from me, everywhere I went. People trying to control me with all the best intentions, even the people I liked. Was there just something about me that attracted control freaks and narcissists?

      “I’m so tired of getting screwed, detective,” I said. I dropped my jacket on his brown leather easy chair. “For once in my life, I’d like to be the person doing the screwing.”

      “And of all the places in Newport, you show up at my door to scratch that itch?” He scowled. It did lovely, dangerous things to me, conjuring up delicious ideas.

      I’m going to have that gorgeous face of yours between my thighs, detective. Count on it.

      “I didn’t give you my card so you could drop by for a booty call,” he declared. He reached out, taking me by the shoulders and holding me back. “You’re a witness in a murder case I’m trying to solve, Ms. Ramirez. You’re not a very cooperative witness, but I'd have to be stupid to sleep with you. I could lose my whole fucking career over that.”

      “You could lose your career over stalking me and threatening me, too,” I retorted. “I have a few voicemail messages from you explicitly stating your intent to arrest my Tia Mimi if I didn’t meet with you. A witness at Mika’s who offered to call security for me when you grabbed me against my will. You’re already playing fast and loose with protocol on this one, Sebastian. So why not go the whole enchilada and do what you’ve been wanting to do since we met. Slap me in some handcuffs and let’s really play.”

      I lifted my hands to take his wrists, sliding them from my shoulders as I closed the space between us. Whatever else my transformation was doing to me, it seemed to come with an extra reserve of cool confidence and a smooth sensuality I’d never had before. I might not be on board with everything happening to me, but this, I could get used to.

      “Ms. Ramirez,” he said again through gritted teeth. “Please feel free to take this as personally as necessary: I am not going to bed with you tonight.”

      “Who said anything about a bed?”

      I’d backed him up against the arm of a dark, leather sofa. A short, stubby-legged dog appeared at our feet, barking and growling at me, the hair on the scruff of its neck standing on end, body trembling with agitation.

      “Cute dog,” I muttered. “I like a man who loves animals. Just to be clear, though, detective... I still don’t like you.”

      “Then why are you here?” he growled.

      “Because I get to decide what I want. This is my choice. You may be infuriating, and you make me so mad I want to bite, but you’re so goddamn sexy while you’re doing it. You drive me insane in all the worst ways.”

      I could hardly believe the words coming out of my own mouth. I’d never have talked to a cop like this before. And to admit how much I wanted to bite him? Obviously, he wouldn’t understand how literal I was being, but the implications were there now, out in the open.

      Detective Stone put a hand flat against my chest and tried again to hold me back. His tone softened as he asked, “Is something wrong, Kate? Seriously. Is there something you need to tell me? Is someone putting you up to this?”

      “I think I’m making myself exceptionally clear here.”

      I moved between his thighs, pressing myself to his body, hot and thrumming with life. I let the sultry, hungry creature within me take over completely as I reached up to brush a stray curl of his dark hair away from his face—then I tangled my fingers in his rich locks and pulled him down to me, pressing my lips to his.

      He stiffened, awkward at first. I sensed him wanting to touch me, to rest his hands on my waist or bring them up to cradle my head as I kissed him. Within seconds, though, he relaxed into me, closing his fingers around my hips, and as we parted, I gave his lower lip a playful tug with my teeth.

      “Now, are we going to take this tension between us to the next level?” I whispered. “Or do I walk out that door and find some other way to scratch this itch?”

      In my gut, I thought the only other way would be hunting down prey of another type altogether, and tomorrow the detective might have another homicide—or two or three—on his hands. I didn’t want to hurt anyone, not at all, but at this point, I didn’t know if I could control the hunger inside.

      I couldn’t tell him that, of course. Instead, I ran my hands up his sculpted biceps, giving him a brief squeeze, digging my nails ever-so-lightly into his flesh. He smelled so good, and the hard heat of his body stirred up a sweet warmth between my thighs.

      “Don’t make me walk away...” I whispered.

      He stared into my eyes, his own full of dark thunderclouds and trouble. Then he slid his arms around my waist and pulled me roughly against him, muttering, “Oh, what the hell,” before closing his mouth over mine.

      I melted, overcome by the desire rushing through me. I clutched him as we kissed, hard and hungry, until he grew breathless. Then he bent to nuzzle my neck, making me moan with delight, before he seized me around the waist and lifted me effortlessly, as if I were just a tiny doll in his strong, capable arms.

      He deposited me on the couch and continued to kiss me, moving down my neck to my collar, tasting me in quick, sweet flutters. When he ran his tongue along the slender curve of my collarbone, I moaned, squeezing my thighs together on the yearning dampening my panties. I brought my hands up to unbutton the blouse between us, opening it, inviting his touch. Sebastian obliged me, bringing one big, warm hand up to cup my left breast.

      “God, you’re hot,” I whispered. Without removing my bra, he ran his thumb over my stiffening nipple, tickling me through the lace while his lips brushed the swell of my cleavage.

      Between my thighs, the heft of his erection pressed against me, adamant under the soft fabric of his pants. A sudden startled, girlish giggle fought to rise in my chest, as all at once, the enormity of my actions came racing to the forefront of my mind.

      Shit, what am I doing? I’m not some sultry sexpot! I don’t have the first clue what to do now that I’ve got him all revved up and ready to go!

      Evidently, though, I didn’t need to. Sebastian moved down my body, kissing his way between my breasts, to my belly, to the top of my jeans. His clever fingers made quick work of my belt, the snap, and then the zipper, and in the space of a breath he had my sneakers off and stripped away the jeans, leaving me in only my bra, my socks, the flung-open blouse, and my delicate black bikini briefs.

      A wave of shock hit me as he parted my thighs and dipped his head between them, his tongue finding me through the thin, lacy fabric. I couldn’t help the jolt that shook my body. I squeezed my thighs tightly around him.

      Okay... I know I wished for exactly this... but it’s going so fast! I don’t feel in control at all!

      And that might have been the best part.

      Sebastian licked and mouthed me through the fabric, meeting my wet, hot eagerness with his own. The lace tickled and teased my clitoris, and every stroke of his tongue became a mellow, sweet invitation. Just wait, the motion said. Just wait, and grow wetter, and readier, because this is only the start.

      I tangled my fingers in his hair with a lusty moan, arching my back as pleasure came to life within me, making me feel almost human again. Sebastian’s hands caressed my thighs and came to the elastic of my panties, and he drew them down.

      The first touch of his tongue against my naked sex electrified me. The beautiful surprise had hardly passed before he compounded it, sliding one finger inside me to stroke and tease. I gasped his name, flinging one hand above my head to grasp the leather arm of the sofa and steady myself—I thought I might spiral into some wild unknown, if he kept going—

      As if he’d read my mind, though, he stopped. I let out a groan of protest, desperate for more. Sebastian slid off the sofa, standing to strip his black tank top up over his head. A fresh wave of desire rushed through me: his broad chest and beautiful, chiseled abs begged to be kissed and caressed. I wanted to stroke my hands all over him, and reached out, inviting him to come back into my arms.

      The pajama bottoms went next. All of a sudden, there he stood in his full, naked glory. The sight of his rigid, ready erection brought a hot flush to my cheeks, throat, the tops of my breasts; beneath the titillating lace of my bra, my nipples tingled.

      “Oh, hell,” I muttered.

      “You don’t like it?” he teased. His wallet sat on the coffee table; he picked it up and slid a foil-wrapped condom from its folds. Tearing the package open with his teeth, he withdrew the condom and rolled it on with a deft hand.

      He’s done this enough to have that part down. He could have done it blindfolded in the dark with one hand tied behind him and singing Mary Mack!

      “Wow,” I breathed. “You just happened to have that handy, huh?”

      “Boy scout. Always prepared.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” A flicker of dizziness and doubt threatened to undo me. “Sebastian… there’s something I need to tell you—”

      Climbing on top of me, he kissed my belly and breasts again, positioning himself to enter me. “Now you want to talk? Figures.”

      “Listen—”

      He lowered one hand to my sex, finding my clitoris with his thumb. Words failed me as he stroked the swollen, sensitive bud in slow, gentle circles, readying me.

      “I’m a virgin!” I blurted in a rush. My cheeks burned and I turned to bury my face against the sofa leather in chagrin.

      Sebastian stopped cold. “What?”

      Sweet, salty Christ, I could die. “I… I’ve never done this before.”

      He stared at me like I’d just started speaking a different language. “Is that a joke? You showed up at my door turning on the heat like Jessica Rabbit. Now you’ve never done this before?”

      I held up my hands, unsure what to tell him. “Let’s just say I grew up with a man who took my bedroom door away once I was old enough to start noticing boys.”

      Sebastian stared at me, dumbfounded.

      “Look, I still want to do this.” I caressed his cheek. “More than want... I need this. Just be gentle with me, okay?”

      “Damnit, Kate,” he growled. “Are you ever going to tell me just what the fuck is going on with you?”

      “Probably not,” I conceded with a shrug. Before he could change his mind, though, I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down, kissing him deeply, and rocked my hips up to grind gently against his firm and ready cock.

      “Just... be gentle,” I repeated, sliding one hand between us to find his length and guide him to me.

      Sebastian made a rough, soft sound of assent as our lips parted, and his own hand moved to join mine.

      “I should get some lube...”

      “Don’t you dare get up from this couch!” I said in a heated whisper. “Sebastian, I’m ready. I need you.”

      He rocked against me, sliding the length of cock along my eager sex, teasing my sensitive clit. “Okay. Roll over, though.”

      “Huh?”

      “Roll on your side,” he instructed. I stared, until he leaned in for another kiss and murmured, “Trust me. I know how to make it good.”

      “Yes, sir,” I murmured, only half-teasing. With his help I shifted, letting him position himself alongside me. He slid one hand around my hip and down, until his fingers found my clitoris, and he started rolling and massaging it in a gentle circle. A soft, sharp gasp escaped me, and as the sweet, spreading delight filled my body, Sebastian nudged my legs apart and entered me in a slow, steady motion.

      It was tight, yes, but there was no pain. He worked in a patient rhythm, matching his strokes to the lavish attention on clit, easing my body with his touch. I let out a sigh of joyous satisfaction, overwhelmed by the pleasure of him inside me, compounded by his dexterous fingers. His free arm curled around me, holding me against his body. I tilted my head up to his, and his lips found mine in a hot, craving kiss.

      Damn... who knew he was so good with his hands!

      Before I knew it, I was rocking with him, welcoming his thrusts, tingling with desire. I murmured his name, urging him deeper, hungry for more. Gradually my body adjusted to his movements, and he strengthened his pace.

      “Oh!” I gasped. “Yes... Sebastian... oh, yes—”

      His fingers circled my clit, moving faster and faster as he thrust. He panted hard, murmuring, “Yes, Kate... Kate... fuck!”

      His fingers guided me as the first stirrings of orgasm pulled me toward completion. I moaned for him, pleading for more. Together we raced toward climax, our bodies finding divine rhythm together, until the feeling inside me surged into something truly wild, truly uncontrollable.

      I can’t take it—I’m going to lose my mind!

      It crashed upon me in a rush like a great wave upon the beach. I cried out his name, soaring on the high, as my limbs trembled and shuddered. Now came pain—only a tiny, tiny twinge—as he moved both hands to my hips and really deepened his thrusts, plunging hard and deep inside of me, groaning, and gasping. At last, he came, burying himself deep inside me, deep enough to ache, as the coursing throb of his climax thrilled me.

      “Oh!” I gasped. “Oh, Sebastian... that was...”

      He uttered a hoarse, distracted sort of grunt. As he withdrew, I trembled with fading bliss, shifting to lie on my back and gaze dreamily up at him.

      Panting, he bent forward to plant another kiss on my lips before rising.

      “Let me go take care of this,” he muttered, stripping off the condom and heading, I assumed, for the bathroom.

      With a long, lovely sigh, I closed my eyes and basked in the fading aftermath. I listened to the sounds of Sebastian moving about the apartment, and gradually became aware of a hot, panting breath at my side. Opening one eye to peek, I found his dog sitting right beside me, staring with an unsettling fascination.

      Sitting up, I started dressing. “Your dog’s a serious cutie. What’s his name?”

      “Thorgi,” Sebastian called back. I heard the sound of a refrigerator opening, so he must have moved into the kitchen. “He’s probably wondering why I haven’t taken him out for a walk. We usually go around now, before the sun comes up and it's still cool out. Do you want something to drink?”

      I stiffened. Before the sun comes up?

      “What time is it?”

      “About...” He paused, and I pictured him checking the clock on his microwave. “Five fifteen. Why don’t you come with me to walk him? We can stop and get breakfast at this diner I know—”

      I’d stopped listening. Rising in a panic from the couch, I snatched up my jeans and practically jumped into them. I didn’t bother putting my sneakers back on and just grabbed them.

      Sebastian was still talking in the other room, but from the sound of it he’d be back any second. I called up my shroud of obscurity and slipped silently out the door. The dog barked once at my retreat.

      Five fifteen. Half an hour—if I’m lucky—before the sun rises, and this Cinderella goes up in smoke!
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      I ran the entire way back to the BCA building, cursing my cheap, old brick phone for being useless in hailing an Uber. I didn’t know the bus schedule for Sebastian’s part of town, either, and hailing a cab would be too risky. Pulse pounding—figuratively, of course—I set off at a fast jog, and made it up the steps to the closed front doors just as the first glimpse of real light started to peek over the horizon.

      I pounded on the glass. “Come on, come on, someone open the doors...”

      A blur of motion on the other side filled me with relief. The person on the other side sure took their sweet time to answer, though. At last—just as I thought for sure I felt the first singing burn along the hairs on the back of my neck—the doors opened and Quin stood there, beckoning me back in.

      “Cutting it close, there, Katie.”

      “Tell me about it.” I darted through the entryway with a sigh of relief.

      “I’m afraid if you’re in the habit of morning jogs, you might have to consider giving it up.”

      His button-up shirt looked rumpled and still mostly open at the top, allowing for a glimpse of his handsome broad chest, lightly dusted with dark hair. I quirked an eyebrow, and he returned the expression before sedately finishing up the last few buttons, impassive.

      “Carmilla wants to talk to you,” he told me as I started for the elevators.

      Cold dread ran down my spine. “Right now?”

      “I’d guess so.” He finished adjusting his shirt and gave the collar a fussy little tug. “She’s on the top floor. Don’t keep her waiting.”

      I scowled, glad my back was turned so he couldn’t see it. A quick list of excuses ran through my head, and I wondered what exactly the vampire queen would do if I flat-out ignored her and simply returned to my room. It didn’t seem worth it to get another dressing down, though, so I shoved my hands in my pockets and headed toward my fate.

      I hadn’t been to the top floor yet and wasn’t sure what to expect. A stately, expensive office in dark, gleaming mahogany? A chic, modern set of rooms in stark white with glossy black detailing? If the lounge was Wednesday Addams’s wettest dream, maybe Carmilla’s lair was right out of Morticia’s book.

      The elevator opened to a rosy marble hallway. Right across from me stood an open archway lined with panels of glass windows, flanked on either side by tall, decorative urns.

      She had surprised me again. Her penthouse was bright and airy, full of light I almost believed to be natural, right down to the soft, golden quality of pre-dawn.

      The arch led into an old-fashioned sunroom—if I didn’t know better, I’d believe the enormous, floor-to-ceiling windows along the back wall really looked out on a steadily brightening morning. Except whatever landscape they overlooked, it was definitely not Orange County. Unfamiliar trees and flowering bushes appeared to flourish in a wide garden, outside, and I realized they must not be windows after all, but an impressive, true-to-life mural.

      Soft furnishings upholstered in pale blues and green complimented a lush array of indoor plants filling the room. A pair of vintage rugs pulled the whole ensemble together, and at the very back, facing the grand façade as though looking out over the garden, an antique writing desk set with an old typewriter provided the perfect cherry on top.

      As I entered, I couldn’t shake the feeling the whole room seemed disturbingly familiar. It finally dawned upon me: the Chantry’s den had been decorated in nearly the exact same style. Only they had gone for a dark, shrouded vibe, everything heavy and pressing and red, all so red. They’d mismatched bits and pieces from antique stores, and it lacked the beautiful unity created by a keen eye for style. Theirs felt staged. Carmilla’s felt natural.

      “No need to stand there gawking, Kate.” Carmilla’s voice pulled me from my thoughts. “Come have a seat.”

      She reclined on one of the sofas, a teacup in one hand. I faced her, and she gestured to one of the chairs beside her couch, where a second teacup had already been set. I could smell the blood mixed in with the strong black tea, but my aversion to these spiked drinks was a thing of the past. I sat, and took the cup with a quiet, “Thanks.”

      She wore a silken dressing gown of rich, royal indigo, and her fiery hair hung in a casual plait over one shoulder. “So, how was your little walkabout this evening?”

      I grimaced, a heated mix of irritation and embarrassment rising in my chest. I nearly snapped back at her with something sharp and sarcastic, until I realized she didn’t sound angry with me. Rather, she seemed amused.

      “I admit I was harsh with you earlier,” she said with a sigh. “I would apologize, but the sincere truth is, I’m not sorry.”

      “Yeah.” I relaxed in my chair, taking a sip of the tea. “I didn’t really expect you would be.”

      Leaning toward me, she rested a hand on mine. “You must understand, Kate. I am the first of our kind, and it pains me to see the evenfall hunted down by our own bloodthirsty progenitors. I have watched so many of my girls cut down over the centuries... in some cases, because of my own foolishness. Poor guidance. Even naivete. So many killed, and so many others made into helpless, pretty pets, dependent on the good humor of a monster who could turn on them in an instant. You’ve met nearly every evenfall left in the wild. All the others—all my family—lie dead, or in captivity.”

      She paused for a sip of her own tea. I suspected maybe the gesture was meant to hide something telling, like a tremor in her voice or a glisten of tears in her eye.

      How does she do that? How can she pull off the cold, deadly queen act and then unveil this vulnerable, waifish girl underneath?

      “I can be demanding on you all, I know,” she said. “But it is only because I want so badly to keep you safe. You, especially, Kate. You’re brand new to this world. You’re so... young.”

      I bristled, but kept my mouth shut. I didn’t want to turn this heartfelt one-on-one into another fight.

      “Which brings me to your evening sojourn,” she continued, and I immediately braced myself.

      Here it comes. Accusations, shame, more warnings. Hell, she’ll probably try to ground me, even. All ‘for my own good’.

      “When did you discover you could shield yourself from others’ notice?” she asked.

      I blinked at her. Again, she’d thrown me off guard.

      “Oh.” I stared down into the dark, ruby depths of my tea. “By accident, really. When the girls and Brian took me to the bar. Detective Stone tracked me down there—”

      Carmilla made a sound of disapproval, narrowing her eyes as she took another drink from her cup. “He’s treading dangerous ground, stalking one of my girls.”

      A flush of chagrin rose to the back of my neck. He’s not exactly the only one on dangerous ground now.

      “He cornered me and started asking more questions,” I told her. “It made me nervous, and I just wanted the interrogation to stop. Then, all at once, he... lost sight of me, I guess.”

      “Yes, that’s commonly how it happens.” She set her empty cup on the coffee table before us. “Those of us with the gift of obfuscation are able to shroud the minds of mortals and influence their perceptions. You no longer wished to be seen by the detective, and so you weren’t.”

      “Shroud their minds,” I mused. “Is that how you convinced the nurse to let us leave the hospital the night we met?”

      “Exactly.” She smiled in delight, her nose wrinkling with impish glee. “Also how I talked my way past security, the nurse’s station, and the other officer with tales of being a fake lawyer at a fake law firm. And how I convinced Mr. Jawline to leave the room so we could make our escape. It’s good for more than hiding in plain sight.”

      “Huh.”

      I drank the last of my tea, remembering the way Sebastian’s eyes seemed to gloss over for a fraction of a second when Carmilla had suggested he get some coffee. The nurse’s eyes had done the same when the vampire queen insisted I’d been discharged, even though any modicum of scrutiny would have seen through such a lie. Could I do those things, as well?

      “Over the centuries I’ve managed to hone at least a little talent in most of our vampiric abilities,” Carmilla went on. “Still can’t transform into a wolf or bat, unfortunately. Brigid is very talented at transformation, but it’s never been my strong suit. Clouding of the mind, however, has always been one of my strongest gifts.”

      She offered me a kind smile. “It’s been a very long time since I had another evenfall to share it with. I’d be delighted to help you perfect the skill if you like.”

      “That’d be great!” I answered without even thinking. An immediate shadow of regret passed over me, though, as the voice of doubt reminded me I still didn’t trust Carmilla, and still resented the hell out of her lecture earlier—a lecture she’d specifically refused to apologize for.

      Viggo already showed me how to hide myself from mortals in a crowd. He can probably show me the other tricks, too. But...

      I might have my doubts about her, but Carmilla had helped me out before I’d even known exactly how much shit had hit the fan. If she hadn’t shown up in the hospital, Sebastian probably would have nailed me for the slaughter of the Chantry, and thrown me in a cell at least long enough for one sunrise to do me in. If not, maybe I’d be in some kind of lab, being dissected for a lot of information no one could take seriously, which would hit the front page of Weekly World News right along with the latest escapades of Bat Boy.

      Carmilla had really laid the whammy down to get me out of there. She’d done it almost seamlessly, with a cool confidence and gorgeous sense of style and flair. As much as I distrusted her, I couldn’t help but admire her, too. She was, after all, a vampire queen.

      “Yes,” I affirmed. “I’d very much like to learn from you, Carmilla.”

      She beamed. “Wonderful! I’m so pleased, my darling.”

      In a sweeping motion she rose to her feet, and I followed her example without thinking, surprised she wanted to get started right away. She evidently had other things in mind, though, as she gestured me toward the elevators with an air of a teacher dismissing her class for the afternoon.

      “We’ll have to wait until tomorrow night, I’m afraid. The benefit at the resort is tonight, and I must retire to my day sleep now. We’ll all want to be fresh and sparkly this evening! You’re invited, of course, dear, and your handsome detective, if you’d like to invite him. I’m sure he looks absolutely ravishing in a tux.”

      I froze. “Why would I want to invite Sebastian?”

      Carmilla practically glowed with conspiring mischief. “Well, you’re clearly on a first-name basis with him, so we can start there. I don’t think I’m wrong to say you’re both wildly attracted to one another, either. I see the way your jaw tightens when his name comes up, and the sparks in your eyes. He infuriates you, and you’d like to punish him for it by screwing his brains out.”

      An immediate flush of heat rose to my cheeks, and I had to look away from her, folding my arms across my chest. Carmilla gasped.

      “Oh, Kate... is that where you were tonight?”

      Now she would launch into another diatribe, for sure. She’d call me reckless and irresponsible, double down on everything she’d chastised me for earlier. She’d rescind her invitation for me to attend her benefit party and exile me to my room below ground, like a sullen and disobedient teenager.

      She did none of those things. Laying her hands on my crossed arms, she leaned forward and whispered, “Tell me he’s a stallion! Oh, with a body like his, I can just imagine. Good for you, Kate!”

      I staggered a bit at her touch, startled. I’d expected something like a slap or for her to call me some nasty name, not a burst of girlish excitement.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked. “Oh, no, he wasn’t horrible, was he? Ugh, did he lie there and make you do all the work? The pig!”

      “No, no!” I stopped her. “I mean, it was fine. It was great, even—I don’t even know why I’m telling you any of this! Aren’t you going to tell me how risky and thoughtless I was and that I’ve embarrassed you or shamed the agency?”

      Carmilla blinked. “Of course not. Well, I wasn’t exactly thrilled you left headquarters on your own after what happened at the pier, but if all you did was go out and have a shag with a delicious bit of man candy, no harm done.” Her expression darkened for a fraction of a second. “You didn’t bite him, did you?”

      “No.” I held her gaze as I said it, but then I had to look away again. “I wanted to. A lot.”

      She let her hands fall to her sides. “Ah, yes. Perfectly normal. As long as you kept your fangs out of it, though, I don’t see any reason to tell you off. You’re a grown woman.”

      I stared at her. A huge, horrible feeling hung over me: the trembling weight of years about to crash down on top of me. I bit the insides of my cheeks as tears threatened to fall.

      Carmilla caught the change in me and took me gently by the arms. “Oh, Kate, darling... sit down again, take a moment. Whatever has you so upset?”

      “I’m sorry.” I let her steer me back into my chair as I ground my fists against my eyes, fighting not to cry. “It’s just been such a... such a really shitty couple of days...”

      “I understand, dear, really I do.” She knelt by my side and produced a silk handkerchief, handing it to me. “Dying is a disgustingly traumatic experience. Living on afterward, even more so.”

      “You know, tonight with Sebastian was the first time I ever—”

      I couldn’t even finish the sentence. The look on her face told me she understood, though.

      “My parents refused to let me date. Eventually I’m sure they’d have just picked someone out for me and expected me to be thankful for it. Emiliano constantly suspected me of scheming to sneak out of the house and hook up with boys. ‘It’s what teenagers do,’ he always said. ‘I know what boys want from girls like you, and you’ll want to give it to them. But not while you live under my roof’.”

      I waggled my finger in a mocking fashion, but Emiliano’s style had more often been to clench his fists and slam them on tables or doorjambs or the top of my dresser.

      “’No girl of mine is going to run around like all the other kids, like a cat in heat. You’re going to college, and there will be plenty of time for boys and funny stuff after you’ve got an education’.” Dropping my hand into my lap, I sighed shakily. “That’s what he was like, all the time. Even if I hadn’t done anything wrong. Some news story would come on about women’s health clinics or underground raves or declining graduation rates among Hispanics, and he’d just go off. Always brought it back to my generation, and to me especially. ‘You’re not getting mixed up in that shit, Katalina. Not if I can help it’.”

      “What a vile-sounding man.”

      “It was the same with the Chantry, in a way. We were all told to ignore the call of impure mortal flesh and save our sacred vessels for the night children. Not that I believe everyone was following the rules.”

      I thought of Scott and Lauren, who’d sometimes been a little too enthusiastic with their role-playing games upstairs. I’d heard enough to know exactly what sort of sex they had, but nobody ever spoke of it, nor even joked about it, at the Chantry.

      “Ugh!” Carmilla exclaimed, rising to her feet. “What a bunch of goddamn horseshit. Men, trying to control your sexuality and power. Worry not, Kate: here, you will find no such oppression. All I care about, for all my girls, is that you are safe. You can shag a whole harem of delicious Officer Jawlines and do so with my blessing—truly—as long as you are safe and keep the secrets of the Agency protected.”

      I understood she was talking about far more than the use of prophylactics, but I smiled at her through my tears. “Yes, we used a condom, mother.”

      Carmilla patted my cheek. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      The light in the room had progressed from the soft glow of distant sunrise to a bright, beautiful early morning. How strange it felt to be basking in its glorious warmth, when my mind and body had already rapidly adjusted to avoiding such light. Carmilla had gone to great lengths to recreate a sanctuary where she could relive the beauty of a real day. The facsimile was almost too good, though: the creeping fingers of exhaustion—the need for the day sleep—had started to tug hard at me, wanting to pull me down.

      Carmilla seemed to feel the same. “Off with you now, dear. It’s time for both of us to get some rest.”

      “Yeah.” I rose from my seat and stretched. My bed called to me, suddenly seeming the most perfect, most comfortable place in the world.

      “Oh, Kate?” Carmilla said as I readied myself to leave. “If you don’t object, I’d like to propose something. Perhaps it will help you feel more at home with us.”

      I yawned, nodding for her to go on.

      “Before the benefit tonight, how would you feel about accompanying Ji and Brian on their nightly rounds?”

      I quirked an eyebrow. Did that mean she was ready to let me off the leash and do something?

      Carmilla had asked me to try and trust her, while she tried to earn that trust. This, I realized, was a chance for me to earn hers.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, I think I would.”

      It was probably time for me to see what the Brides of Carpathia really did.
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      A lifetime ago, or a few days back, I’d told Kate Ramirez that I hated playing games. When she’d asked why, I’d pridefully answered ‘because I always win’.

      Clearly, she’d taken this confession as a challenge because since I’d met her, she’d done nothing but screw with my head. And as of a few hours ago, she’d decided my body would also do nicely.

      I couldn’t say how I felt about being a booty call, but for Kate to leave without any explanation, not so much as a goodbye, ran my emotions through the wringer. I’d gone from being puzzled and even a little hurt to being downright angry.

      Earlier, in the midst of our lovemaking, I’d known a type of bliss that eluded me all my life. How that feeling originated with Kate was a question that left me more confused than a chameleon in a bag of Skittles. She couldn’t make my life more difficult if she tried.

      Witness. Suspect. Intoxicating. Infuriating.

      And pretty good at pulling these damn disappearing acts. Maybe she was related to Houdini.

      This case continued to become unlike any other I’d ever worked, and unless I came up with answers soon, it would become a cold case. I wasn’t sure I could live with that. It came down to this one woman, her lack of memory, and a gruesome murder scene that made no sense.

      Now, I’d committed the capital sin of prioritizing my dick over my shield. What a fucking blunder.

      Blunder? Hell. Blunder implied a mistake, and in no way had I accidentally tripped and fallen into her vagina.

      I’d made love to Kate with all my faculties in place. And damnit, I’d enjoyed it. Her taste, her smell, those throaty little moans. Everything about her turned me on. Discovering she was a virgin had been startling but deep down, some part of me crowed in exultation. Primal, heated joy took hold: a part of Kate no other could claim. And I had.

      But before I could even make up my mind about this new situation, she’d fled into the dawn without a word.

      Gotta admit, that bothers the hell out of me. And I should be relieved!

      I wasted the whole damn day on my couch, trying to work but continuously distracted by Kate’s lingering scent and unbidden images of our lovemaking clouding my thoughts. In a moment of weakness, I’d given in and called her phone, set to leave a scathing message, but hanging up instead. What could I say? Tell her how upset I was at her rousing game of fuck and run? Accuse her of using me? Whine about her cold bedside manner? Cry over her skipping out without a la-di-da?

      Things were complicated before. Now they were a shitstorm of massive proportions and I had no one to blame but myself. I should’ve exercised more strength and discretion. Kate blew in like a raging storm, drawing the line in the sand, but me? I’d crossed that line with eyes wide open.

      Now I was stuck with the ugly regrets... and the constant wish that she’d stayed.

      A high-pitched whining interrupted my thoughts and I half-laughed, then grunted when Thorgi jumped up, pouncing on my stomach.

      “Oof! Okay, okay.” I lay still while he covered my face in long, sweeping licks, breaking up the lovefest with a deep throated series of growls and barks. Scratching behind his ears, I touched my forehead to his.

      “You’re right. I need to step out a bit, catch my breath. Maybe grab some grub. What time is it anyway?”

      I glanced at my wall clock and did a double take. Nearly eight o’clock at night.

      I’d spent the whole day mooning about like a sullen boy rejected by his prom date. What is wrong with me?

      No. Who is wrong with me?

      Kate. Of course.

      Whatever her reason for running out on me, I couldn’t let it strip me of all my senses. I needed to get my head back in the game. Stat.

      I stood, Thorgi sliding off my lap and into a shapeless lump on the couch. “Thanks buddy. I’ll bring you home a snack.”

      Turning toward my fish tank, I offered to bring home something for Doctor Strange, but she appeared asleep in her wee fishy castle.

      I grabbed my wallet, keys and phone. I knew the perfect place to grab a bite and enjoy the ambiance. All Night Bites and Bits. A thoroughly enjoyable all-night diner about two blocks away.

      And the fact it sat along the same perimeter as Barky’s and Mika’s had nothing to do with it.

      Nope. Nothing at all.
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      I took my seat at the counter, drinking in the atmosphere, happy it wasn’t too busy. The place was full without being chaotic, and the low buzz of conversations matched the music drifting from the jukebox in the back.

      “Haven’t seen you in while, detective. Business or pleasure?” The Texas twang of Trish, the head waitress and co-owner along with husband, Rudy, rolled over me and I grinned, taking the menu she held out.

      “Always a pleasure with you, Trish.” I tossed a wave to Rudy, who also played the role of head cook as he poked his head around the corner of the kitchen door. “Business doing good?”

      She chuckled, nodding happily. “I can’t complain.”

      She wiped down the spot before me, then served me up a glass of iced water.

      “Yeah, she can. And frequently does!” called out Rudy, following the proclamation with a loud guffaw before Trish shooed him away.

      “I don’t know why I gave you a menu.” She cackled. “Your usual?”

      I grinned wide. “No one makes omelets like this place. Ham and cheese with chopped green onions on top, side of southern hash and a large glass of orange juice.”

      “You got it, sugar.” Trish laid out some utensils and a few napkins. “Want your juice now or with your meal?”

      “Meal’s fine.”

      She nodded and took back the menu, disappearing into the back.

      Last time I’d been here, Dad was still alive, and we’d come in after breaking a particularly tricky cold case involving a woman who’d killed her older husband, burying his body in their back garden before filing a missing person’s report. For nine years, that investigation remained at a stalemate, until a new owner took up residence and while digging up the old garden to plant a new one, found the body, or what remained of it. In the skeleton’s bony grasp, a receipt for quick-lime—a common chemical to help cover the smell of a decaying body—and the shovel that had been used as the murder weapon. The wife’s name was on the receipt to boot. We’d gotten a warrant and visited the widow at her new, sprawling estate in Palm Springs, arrested her, and brought her back to Newport Beach. We knew there was still the matter of the trial, but Dad and I wanted to celebrate the fact that finally, justice would be served.

      I missed the old man. He’d always been my hero, and my inspiration.

      And what exactly would he think of me sleeping with a witness?

      I didn’t want to think about it.

      “Hello, friend. What’s the good word here, menu-wise?” A laconic voice drawled on my left. A man I didn’t know slid onto the stool beside me with pure grace.

      I turned to look at the speaker and was startled by how out of place he looked. Tall, lean, and dressed in rich elegance: black suit punctuated by a bloodred tie. His dark hair framed an angular face, sea blue eyes full of prescient wisdom. He had a straight nose and cheekbones like cut glass, covered by light stubble. He should have been walking a runway in Paris or lounging about on someone’s yacht, telling intriguing stories while downing copious amounts of white wine. His presence in this greasy spoon didn’t make sense.

      “Hate to disappoint you but omelets are my jam.” I offered a smile. “However, they’ve been here for 40 or so years so I’m feeling confident in saying the rest of the menu is passable.”

      Our eyes locked, held. At that very moment, my head started to throb.

      He chuckled. “I will remember your recommendation. Thank you.”

      Polite, wonderful manners.

      “Passing through or local?” I couldn’t help asking. He looked harmless enough but something about him sent a chill up my spine, disquiet lodging in the pit of my belly.

      My headache quickly put the screws to me. An oncoming migraine, without a doubt. Just what I needed. Closing my eyes for a short moment, I took a deep breath then reopened them. Then the spots began to appear in my vision.

      Yep, it’s a migraine.

      “I’ve lived here for several years,” he admitted.

      Peering over my right shoulder, his golden-brown eyes grew glassy for a brief moment, looking at me, then Trish, as she returned with my food and set it before me. Plucking a menu from under the counter, she handed it over to the man with a toothy smile, but he held up a hand to stop her.

      “Ah! Thank you, but I’ll have what this gentleman is having,” he said.

      Trish’s smile wavered a moment, but she took back the menu and left to place his order.

      “I’m afraid I’m horrible at beating around the bush,” he began, inspecting the round dish with a dome cover to his left. It held four sugar covered donuts. “You’re Detective Stone, right?”

      “Depends on what you want. And who you are.” I took a sip of my chilled orange juice and held his gaze. My stomach grew tight, aching with soft pain. Great, now I have an ulcer. I should name it Kate.

      Hold on a second. Didn’t this guy have blue eyes?

      “My name is Viggo. I’d like to help you solve your case. I know a thing or two which may serve you well.”

      Un-fucking-believable.

      “What makes you think I need your help?” Keeping my tone steady, I took a few bites of food.

      “Have you made any arrests?” He inquired, leaning back slightly as Trish brought out his meal.

      “Need anything else?” she asked us both.

      “You’ll be the first to know if we do. Thank you—” He leaned forward, reading her name tag. “—Trish. You can leave now.”

      He waved his hand nonchalantly, and she complied as though she was a puppet on strings, turning around and heading back to the kitchen, her expression blank.

      My hackles rose but I stayed quiet, shoveling food into my mouth, surreptitiously giving him the side eye treatment. He ate his food sparingly and spoke between bites.

      “Back to my question, detective.”

      “Nope,” I muttered. “Not in an answering mood.”

      “Any leads or witnesses?” he continued, jawline pulling tight as he spoke.

      “It’s really none of your business.” Grabbing my juice, I took a few more sips.

      Grinning sardonically, he mimicked me, picking up his juice and taking deep, full swallows before setting the glass down. “Loosely translating to ‘no’.”

      This guy was dry humping my last nerve.

      “I can’t discuss an open investigation with some stranger in a diner.” I bit out. “Who are you, the press?”

      “Hardly.” Taking a few more bites of his food, he chewed thoughtfully. “Have you heard of Carmilla Summers?

      “May—”

      “Rhetorical question.” He set down his knife and fork, took another sip of juice, then proceeded to wipe his mouth with a napkin. “Please don’t insult me by saying otherwise.”

      Pushing his plate away, he finished off his drink, setting the glass atop the plate. “What you may not know, Detective, is that Ms. Summers runs a sham business to cover up her more decadent pursuits. She recruits women with certain characteristics then educates them before sending the little dollies out into the night to do her bidding.”

      He paused, meeting my eyes once more. “Who knows, perhaps they’d even kill for her. Now, that’s loyalty.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So, you’re saying Summers and her girl crew massacred those people?”

      “Did I say that, detective? I merely gave you useful information. What you make of it is your business.” He stood, brushing a hand down his suit. I noticed his nails were long and painted a garish orange. “And now, I’m off to do mine.”

      Digging in his pocket, he brought out two twenty-dollar bills and left them tucked under the saltshaker. “Have a good night, detective. Give my regards to Kate, would you?”

      Then he was gone.

      Anger skated through me. How did he know Kate? And how did he know Carmilla?

      And why did he suddenly appear out of nowhere with ‘information’ pertaining to my case?

      Come to think of it, he hadn’t really said anything about the murders at all. One thing remained clear, though: Kate was in some kind of trouble, and Carmilla Summers had something to do with it.

      “Want anything else, Seb?” Trish slid up to me from behind the counter, her smile wary.

      “No, I’m good.” I spun in my seat, went to grab the 40 bucks from under the saltshaker and faltered.

      No money. No plate. The spot where my unwelcome informant sat was perfectly clean, with its nifty little paper placemat still in place. Nothing looked disturbed.

      “Hey, Trish, you ever see that guy in here before?”

      “What guy?” Trish grabbed my plate.

      “The guy dressed all fancy who wanted the same as me. You took his order.” I insisted.

      She frowned, shaking her head and backing up slightly.

      “Seb, you’ve sat here for over 30 minutes and there hasn’t been anyone else here. Only thing I saw was you talking to yourself. I didn’t want to give you any grief over that. My mee-maw used to say that talking to yourself wasn’t the problem. It was when you answered that you should worry.” She chuckled to herself. “Cash or credit tonight?”

      “Huh? Oh!” Digging money out of my wallet, I handed her a twenty and told her to keep the change.

      “Thanks, doll. Be careful out there.”

      I nodded, sliding off my seat and heading for the door.

      What the hell is happening to me? Am I hallucinating?

      I had no answers, only more questions. Maybe Kate was right, and this case was messing me up.

      Perhaps the time had come to mess back.
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      Heading out the café door, I stood still a moment, casting a glance up to the left, then right.

      There!

      Viggo stuck out like a sore thumb with his otherworldly attire and commanding presence. He cut through the crowds like a shark through the water, his gait slow. Yet I couldn’t seem to catch up. He never seemed more than a few feet away but despite quickening my pace, I only fell further behind.

      “Hey!” I yelled, surprised when he stopped. As soon as I got within touching distance, though, he sped up again, turning a corner and disappearing altogether.

      “Shit.” I growled.

      As I tried to follow, a sudden, overwhelming compulsion seized me. The moment I took another step in the direction Viggo had disappeared, my body turned away. Then, without warning, I was spinning in circles like a whirling dervish.

      What the hell is this?

      People stopped and stared. I watched a sea of faces blur around me as I spun.

      Dozens of them, jeered an alien voice in my head. Milling up and down the avenue without care, wandering wherever they chose. But they have choice, of course. Stupid antelopes they may be, but they do have free will.

      I got the message loud and clear: I no longer did. Like a puppet, I danced on invisible strings, jerked into place by some unseen force. I hadn’t decided to make myself into a human toy top, but something outside my own will made the suggestion, and I complied.

      “This is some bullshit!” I told myself in a desperate attempt to break the spell. “Stop!”

      “Preach!” A passing teenager shouted, laughing along with his friends at my predicament.

      Growing dizzier, I swallowed down the rising nausea. People passing me pointed and gave strange looks, but I couldn’t concern myself with them. How in great thundering hell had I lost control of my own body?

      As quickly as it began, it ended, and I nearly fell over in surprise, stumbling into a nearby couple. I apologized profusely and set off down the street where I’d last seen Viggo, certain that whatever just happened to me, it had been his doing.

      Did he slip something into my drink when I wasn’t looking?

      A low, rumbling, masculine laughter exploded nearby. I followed the sound until I found Viggo again. He’d reappeared a half block up, tossing me a casual wave before turning and walking down a side street, heading toward the shadowed beach. Chasing after him, I soon left the loud, well-lit areas, jogging onto the sand. Patting myself down, I let out a stream of curses.

      I’d left my gun at home.

      Damn you, Kate. I’d let myself get wrapped around this one infuriating woman, and suddenly I was making rookie mistakes. Fucking stupid!

      No sight of Viggo anywhere in the muggy, onyx night. The soft sound of waves lapping against the nearby shore rained down on me and lulled me into a calmer frame of mind. It wasn’t in my nature to run headlong into dangerous situations. I had trained myself to consider all angles before deciding on the one to follow.

      Why had these last few days made me question my dedication, and even my own sanity? Ever since the night of the goddamn warehouse murders. Nothing normal about it. Nothing normal about Kate, or Carmilla, or this newest pain in my ass.

      I couldn’t place my finger on any one thing. It all meshed into some unnatural clusterfuck. The answers were there, but the questions eluded me.

      This wasn’t some roofie in my OJ. I don’t know what he did... or what she did... or what they did, the night of the murders. I don’t know what fucked up black magic shit those people thought they were into. But now I’m stuck with it. And I don’t like what it’s doing to me.

      I’m not sure how long I stood there, stuck in time, pondering all the decisions which led me to this one moment. As I turned to backtrack and head home, though, a curious wind kicked up. Sand, sea, and musk swirled beguilingly around me, drawing me forward in small, halting steps, until I found myself standing less than a half block from one of the three-tiered parking garages owned privately by residents of Newport Beach. Straight off Newport Boulevard and 28th Street, it sat empty. Closed for some sort of maintenance or construction, perhaps.

      At least, it should have been closed. I heard voices, though. Muffled and low at first, but then rising in volume.

      Something’s up.

      I approached the parking garage with careful, quiet attention. Whoever the voices belonged to, I couldn’t see them from the beach side. I moved closer and climbed over the small cement half-wall enclosing the first-floor lot.

      Once on the other side, I crouched and paused, listening again.

      I know that voice. Jesus Christ... don’t let it be—

      Moving closer, I concealed myself behind a large, cement column. I knew who I’d see, even before I peered around the corner.

      Kate. Of course.

      She wasn’t alone. I recognized her companions from the night at Mika’s bar: the young black man flanked her on the left, and the dark-haired Asian American woman on her right. But as always, it was Kate who pulled my attention.

      Mixed emotions flooded through me at a rapid pace: anger, lust, hurt, frustration…and want. I wanted to step out and confront her. Demand an explanation for the night before. If I was good enough to fuck but not to trust with the truth, I wanted to know her ulterior motives.

      A familiar, knowing steel in my gut told me to wait. Stay hidden. For now.

      “So, this is patrolling, huh? Real scream fest.” She smirked, tugging at the hemline of the white top she wore.

      “We’ve been out for a full ten minutes. Give it time, kid,” came the gritty reply from the other woman. She carried a sleek, black longboard beneath one arm. “Besides, we’re just cutting through here. The real business is closer to the Zone.”

      “Some nights prove busier than others.” The man’s even tone echoed, bouncing off the cement. “But mostly it’s our job to keep the landscape clear. Carmilla is a firm believer that the best defense is a good offense. Late fall and winter are the busiest times. Sun sets sooner and we’ll get nests of the beasties roaming in droves. And Ji, I can’t believe you brought your board. We’re working.”

      “Bri. My bro. If I don’t keep the practice up, then I’m nothing more than a junkyard dog. Besides, best nugs are at night.” Ji responded easily, patting the board tenderly. Then, in a low voice I only barely heard, she added, “Heck, for me, the only nugs are at night.”

      Brian rolled his eyes, glancing at Kate. “I’ll get you a link for my go-to surfing website, so you can learn the lingo.” He jerked a thumb toward Ji. “She’ll quiz you, trust me. Got to be ready.”

      They all laughed. Even through my anger, I had to admit Kate’s bountiful smile and deep laughter was an aphrodisiac beyond measure. As they came closer to my hiding place, I moved slightly, intending to announce my presence, when a flurry of ice skittered down my spine, painful and powerful. I opened my mouth to cry out, but no sound emerged. A cold wind ruffled my hair and clothing as Viggo appeared from behind me. As he passed, he shot me a rictus grin, lifting one finger to his lips.

      “Sh, little dancing monkey,” he whispered, stepping into a shaft of moonlight and pulling his shoulders back as he nodded toward Kate. I opened my mouth again, but all that came out was silence. I tried moving around him but for the life of me, I could not make my frozen limbs comply.

      Not again.

      “What a lovely night to clean the streets.”

      Kate and her companions stopped in their tracks. Immediately, Brian and the one called Ji dropped low into an attack stance, the thudding sound of Ji’s board hitting the cement like a gunshot.

      “Solid deduction, Captain Obvious,” Ji snarled. “It’s what we do.”

      Kat’s face screwed up in confusion. “Viggo?”

      Brian shot her a look, speaking from the side of his mouth. “You know this guy? Know what he is?”

      Kate glowered. “Yeah. But he’s decent. Not like that one Tina and I fought the other night.”

      “There’s nothing decent about his kind, kiddo. Yeesh, and Carm thinks you’re smart.” Ji snorted, cutting her eyes toward Viggo. “Come on then, no need for foreplay. Although I’m fairly certain you suck at that, too.”

      She tossed a snarky grin toward Brian. “See what I did there? Ahthankyouverymuch.”

      Viggo shook his head slowly, groaning. “If your fighting skills are as pathetic as your comedic ones, this will be short work. After I take care of you three, I’ll track down your nest and finish them off as well.”

      Kate’s mouth dropped open. “What? But I thought—”

      “That’s your problem, Kate. You think. And yet never reach the right conclusion. Why would someone as high up on the food chain as I am bother to let nasty little mutations like you run free?”

      Shrugging elegantly, he spread his hands wide. “Stupid girl. I like to play with my food a while, it amuses me.”

      Kate, still evidently stunned by some revelation I didn’t understand, wasn’t ready for Viggo’s attack. He lunged at her, but Brian had been paying more attention: he threw himself between them, body checking Viggo and flinging him to the ground.

      I moved to step in, knowing Kate was no fighter. I still couldn’t move, though: I remained frozen in place, unable to speak or act. Inside my head, I roared, trying to break free of whatever invisible hand had me in its grip.

      I didn’t know what the fuck was going on, but the fact I couldn’t intervene and was forced to watch this play out ate at my soul.

      Viggo leapt up, in no way deterred by Brian. He flung out a hand and—to my horror—Brian rose into the air, grasping at his neck as though fighting against crushing, invisible fingers.

      Jesus! A wild yellow panic flashed through me. Jesus, what the fuck? What the fuck?

      Kate hissed, spinning to her left and swinging out her right leg, catching Viggo square in the back of his left calf. The impact distracted him enough to loosen whatever hold he had on Brian, who fell to the ground and sprung back up, exchanging a look with Ji.

      She nodded darkly, quickly moving to her fallen body board and splintering it with a steely kick to its middle. Yanking up a few spiky pieces of wood, she began darting and danced at Viggo. The antics didn’t impress him: he yawned openly, sidestepping to his right, then left, with a total lack of concern.

      He dodged them faster than anything I’d seen watching The Matrix. His steady bends and dodges made Neo look like a damn amateur.

      Brian and Ji moved in tandem, dashing across the pavement. For a moment, they seemed to move on thin air in an elegant, deadly flourish, each aiming for Viggo’s throat.

      Shit! Their hands!

      Their nails had grown long, almost animalistic, sharp claws designed to slice and dice. Viggo moved even faster, his own hands morphing into dark talons, and swiped at them on either side. Wicked gashes opened across their flesh, gaping grotesquely. Ji’s wound lacerated her cheek, and blood sheeted the lower left side of her face. Brian’s shoulder was sliced nearly to the bone, and crimson droplets splattered the asphalt.

      The smell of blood filled the air, thick, coppery, and heavy. The temperature seemed to drop several degrees, and the parking garage grew darker all around us.

      I wanted to scream.

      Viggo licked his lips, eyes flashing from blue to a strange golden hue. They did change! Earlier at the diner... I knew they changed!

      Along with that confirmation, though, came the overwhelming urge to vomit. I’d been sucked into Bizarro World, onto the movie screen at a horror film. Was I dreaming? I must be dreaming. There was no other explanation.

      With a harsh, jarring sensation, my paralysis loosened just enough, and I crumpled to my knees. I lost my dinner all over the concrete, shivering and cold down to my core.

      I’m dead. I’m dead, and I’m in hell.

      Or, my more rational mind struggled to insist, that bastard really did spike your OJ, and he hit you with something serious.

      Grotesque lust crossed Viggo’s face, his lips twisted with awful desire as he eyed his opponent’s wounds. Kate took advantage of his distraction, launching herself at him, wrapping her legs around his waist and tightening her arms around his neck to strangle him. Her own beautiful face distorted, too, shifting into a hideous demonic mask: the skin paled to a cold, gleaming ivory and her eyes flooded a beastly, shining black. Dark veins, like cracks in porcelain, crisscrossed her wild visage.

      She’s not human.

      Then, Viggo roared, baring his teeth in fury.

      No. Not teeth. Fangs. Long, sharp, curving fangs.

      My stomach rebelled, but it had already emptied itself all over the floor, and all I could do was retch and cough up sour bile. God, how I wanted to run. I’d never run from anything in my life before now—not even a warehouse full of a dozen slaughtered victims—but now, I’d have given anything for my body to move, my feet to flee this impossible scene.

      God damned fangs!

      The girls in the occult shop. Did they know the terror and fantasies in their books were real? Did they know the man who’d cruised their shelves for material relating to his vampire obsession had been right?

      Fangs!

      Viggo raised his hands, grabbing two huge hanks of Kate’s hair and yanking violently, pulling her free. He threw her across the garage and when she hit the ground, the concrete cracked into pieces, leaving a Kate-sized crater.

      She didn’t move.

      Brian seized another shattered spike of wood from Ji’s broken board and raced toward Viggo. Ji flung herself at Viggo’s back, raking long furrows down his neck with her inhuman claws. Before Brian could strike, though, the older man moved with imperceptible speed. A second later Brian clutched a broken arm to his chest, his weapon in Viggo’s hands instead.

      With Ji still hanging on his back, Viggo grabbed Brian in another impossible Darth Vader chokehold, shaking him like a ragdoll, and then hurling him into a thick concrete column. His speed picked up again, too quick for my eyes, and abruptly he had Ji off him and pinned to the concrete floor. Laughing—as if this were all some merry game—he plunged the jagged shaft of her own broken longboard into her right side, then twisted it sharply upward.

      The woman gave a bestial howl of agony.

      She, too, had fangs.

      Viggo sneered, lobbing Ji into the farthest wall, and laughing even harder when she made contact and let out another scream of pain.

      Brian had gotten back on his feet. He hissed at Viggo, displaying his own needle-like incisors. He was outclassed, though—even I could see it—and although it had to sting, he stood down. Kate sat up slowly, shaking dust and chips of concrete from her hair, and carefully climbed to her feet.

      “You are beneath me,” Viggo declared. “After such a pathetic showing, I wonder how you’ve all managed to survive so long.”

      Turning to glare directly at Kate, he spat, “Maybe the answer is obvious. You’re all just a bunch of babes, still sucking mother’s teat. Perhaps you need… different sustenance.”

      His expression became a malicious grin. “Yes. You poor little vermin need a lesson from a true vampire. One who knows how to hunt. How to feed. Tell you what: you go home and lick your wounds, and think about what you did wrong, and we’ll all get together for round two. It’ll be a... dinner date.”

      With those cryptic words, he briefly looked my way, nodded and right before my eyes…

      Turned into a flock of crows and flew away into the night.

      “Sebastian?” Kate seemed to notice me for the first time, looking flummoxed.

      Brian, who’d dashed to Ji’s side the minute Viggo left, caught my stare and held it. Ji, half sitting, half crouching, wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

      “When did you get here?” Kate inched closer, puzzled.

      “I’ve been here the whole time.” I spat. “I saw what you all did.”

      Staring straight at Ji and Brian, I lowered my voice, full of contempt. “I saw what you are.”

      Kate reached my side, holding out a hand to touch on my forearm. I snatched my arm back, the thought of her touching me now seemed obscene. “You keep company with monsters which makes you one, too.”

      I saw the pain in her eyes, my words cut her deep but for the first time, I didn’t care how she felt. All the lies, the obstructions, the seduction. Bile rose in my throat.

      “No, you’re worse than a monster, aren’t you, Kate?” I croaked.

      She shook head, opening her mouth to speak but I cut her off.

      “You stay the fuck away from me, Ms. Ramirez. I mean it. I’m sure I can find a silver bullet or two somewhere.” I threatened before turning heel and bolting off, desperate to get home.

      “That’s werewolves, dipshit!” Ji called out from somewhere behind me.

      I didn’t look back.
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      I was paralyzed. I watched in helpless, panicking silence as Sebastian fled for the street, knowing I must call out to him but unable to find my voice. At my side, Ji lay in a crumpled heap against the wall, clutching her bleeding side and swearing profusely as Brian tried to get a look at her wound.

      “Motherfucking pompous shit clown!” Ji bit out. “That cocksucking taint pirate! I swear to God when I see him again, I’ll wreck that handsome face with a motherfucking brick!”

      “Calm down, Ji,” Brian urged her. “Every time you drop another f-bomb you lose more blood!”

      “What can I do?” I asked, dropping to my knees. “I know CPR!”

      “I’ve been stabbed, genius, not drowned!” Ji snapped at me.

      “Go after that human,” Brian commanded me. “I’ll get Ji back home, but you need to catch that man and cloud his mind immediately. Make him forget everything he saw!”

      Could I do that? Carmilla hadn’t had the chance yet to show me how to influence mortal minds. All I knew so far was how to make myself hidden.

      “Go!” Brian implored. I somehow found my feet again and set off running after Sebastian.

      Please let Ji be okay. This is all my fault—I never should have gone near Viggo! This is all my fault!

      I’d never been much of a runner in life, but in death, apparently, I could go out for the Olympics. With a healthy dose of supernatural strength and no need to breathe, I could chase Sebastian down like a greyhound chasing a rabbit.

      “Sebastian!” I yelled as I caught sight of him again. “Come back! We need to talk!”

      On either side of the street, pedestrians turned to watch me running after him. Faces peered out apartment windows with curious eyes, drawn by my yelling. They’d probably just think I was some crazy ex-girlfriend after another chance. Fine by me.

      Sebastian made it to his apartment building several strides ahead of me and bolted through the main door. I threw an arm out to block it as it closed, sending it rebounding hard enough to put a thick crack through the glass. He had already disappeared into the elevator. For a moment I stared at the closed doors, frustrated. Then I spotted the emergency stairwell, and I made for it, pouring on the steam, finding it incredibly easy, even exhilarating. Leaping the stairs three at a time, I exited the stairwell on the third-floor hallway just in time to see him disappearing into his apartment. I cleared the distance in a heartbeat, his apartment door a flash of bright white as he tried to slam it in my face.

      I raised an arm to deflect it and heard a thick crack as I struck. I forced my way in and threw it shut behind me.

      “Don’t move!” Sebastian shouted. He’d thrown himself behind his couch and had his gun already trained on me. At my feet, Thorgi went into a furious uproar, barking and snarling, his fluffy coat standing on end.

      I held up my hands. “Sebastian, please! Let me explain.”

      “Now you want to talk,” he scoffed at me. “After that— that mess out there? Now you want to talk? What exactly are you going to tell me, Kate? That I imagined it? Just like I imagined that gash on your throat?”

      “Just listen to me,” I beseeched him. “I promise it will all make sense.”

      He uttered a sharp bark of a laugh. I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t know how I could promise anything of the sort.

      “I won’t hurt you.” I lowered my hands, resting them at my sides where he could plainly see them. “Give me a chance.”

      He narrowed his eyes. His hands shook, and I wondered if he would even hit me, if he pulled the trigger. It wouldn’t matter. The sound of a gunshot would bring neighbors running, and soon after them, the cops.

      “I haven’t changed,” I said, trying to make my voice as soothing as possible. “I’m the same Kate who was here this morning. The same person.”

      “This morning.” He shook his head, as if trying to shake away the memory. “I was pissed when you bailed without a word, you know. Really shitty of you to fuck and run. But it was the sunrise, wasn’t it? You had to get back to your—your crypt or whatever—before sunrise, right?”

      No point in lying. “Right. Except about the crypt. I sleep in a bed just like you.”

      “Ha!” He took one hand off the gun to smack himself in the forehead. “What the fuck? You’re standing here in front of me and... and you’re a goddamn vampire? Jesus Christ, a vampire?”

      “Would you lower your voice?” I hissed at him. “Your neighbors already think I’m some psycho stalker chick chasing you across town. Put down the gun and let’s talk about this like rational people.”

      In response, he gripped the weapon even tighter and recentered it on me. “Oh, no. Not putting down the gun, that’s a fucking guarantee.”

      “All right, fine. Can you at least call off Thorgi?”

      He peered at me, full of wariness and burning anger. At last, though, he gave a low whistle. “C’mere, pup. I got this.”

      Thorgi abruptly quit his barking, but he didn’t go to Sebastian’s side. Planting his rump firmly on the floor, he stared up at me, baring his teeth, growling.

      “Did you do it, Kate?” Sebastian asked me. I blinked at him, not entirely sure what he meant, until he asked again, “Did you kill those people? You and your... what do they call a pack of monsters?”

      The jab cut deep. I hadn’t expected anything he said could hurt me, but that got through. Monsters.

      “I didn’t kill anyone,” I told him. “And I didn’t lie, either. I really don’t remember what happened. Not exactly.”

      “Yeah? Well now would be a really good time to start telling me what you do remember.”

      I wiped a hand across my brow with a tight groan. “It was... the Chantry of Selene, they were like... a cult. They were a vampire cult, Sebastian.”

      “And you figured you’d drop by and show them your nifty superpowers?”

      “No!” I snapped. “I wasn’t... what I am now. This was before the change.”

      “The change. Like menopause, huh?”

      I slammed a fist into his drywall, leaving a gaping hole. “Do you want to hear the story or not?”

      He watched me in silent contemplation for several long, slow seconds. Finally, he lowered his weapon, holding it tightly at his side, ready to raise and fire at a moment’s notice.

      “All right. Spill.”

      I sighed with relief.

      “Okay. I was renting a room from this couple, and they started inviting me along to this group. The Chantry. At first it seemed like one of those live-action roleplay groups, where everyone comes in costume and plays a made-up character.”

      He nodded. I thought he might have a few more choice remarks about weirdos playing vampire Dungeons and Dragons in an old warehouse, but to his credit, he kept them to himself.

      “It was stupid, but it was... kind of fun. I mean, I told you, Sebastian, my father was the kind of man who thought I’d catch pregnant the very second he left me unsupervised. The man didn’t understand the concept of privacy or boundaries, and my mother went along with anything he decided. I didn’t even get to choose my own clothes, even at fifteen! Getting invited to be part of this group where everyone was free to choose who they were, whoever they wanted to be, and no one put them down or tried to correct them or change them—”

      “Uh-huh,” he said. “I get it. Let’s talk about how they ended up dead.”

      “The thing is, it wasn’t really as open or accepting as it seemed,” I said. Letting my gaze fall to the floor, I rubbed at one arm. “The leader, David, had very specific ideas of what it meant to be a... he called us night children. Or that was what we were supposed to want to be. Vampires. He had all these rules about casting off our connections to the mortal world and reserving our bodies for the perfection of ascension.”

      “Sounds like a total kook.”

      I nodded. “Exactly. So, on the night when... when everyone died... he had this grand surprise for us all. No one knew what it was supposed to be. That’s all I remember. Carmilla said something about inviting a true vampire to dinner, so I guess David somehow found one, and...”

      I shrugged. “The rest seems self-explanatory.”

      “Carmilla,” he repeated. “Was she the... God, I can’t believe I’m saying this. Was she the vampire he invited?”

      “Carmilla isn’t a vampire,” I said. “Neither am I. We’re something in between. Evenfall.”

      “Great, so your half-vampires?” he sneered. “Fluffier and cuddlier?”

      “I don’t know what we are,” I exclaimed in a huff. “I found out about all this four nights ago, okay? You think I’m not just as freaked out as you are?”

      “I’m not freaked out,” he insisted in a rush.

      “The fuck you aren’t. Look at you, you’re practically pissing your pants.”

      “Well, what do you want from me?” he shouted. I winced, worried again about the neighbors, and the gun he still held ready. I might not die if he shot me, but it would still hurt like hell. “After what I saw tonight? After what you and your friends have done to my head?”

      A terrible look of pain crossed his face. “Christ! How many times has one of you pulled the whammy on me, Kate? Did you do it this morning? When we had sex? Were you fucking around with my mind the whole time?”

      “No!” I insisted. “God, no, Sebastian! I... I came to you because... because everything was out of control. I’ve been drowning in all this craziness. I’m surrounded by these... these creatures I don’t understand, and now I’m one of them and I don’t know what that really means, or what I’m going to do now. I lost my life, don’t you understand that? I can’t go out in the sun anymore; I can’t even look in a mirror... did you even notice I don’t cast a shadow? I don’t know up from down anymore, and you—”

      Running out of steam, I shrugged helplessly. “Sleeping with you—a real, normal human being—was a choice I could take control of. Something I didn’t get to do before I died. I didn’t choose to be murdered. I didn’t choose to become an evenfall. I had to make some choice for myself, just to know that I could.”

      “And you chose to screw me,” he growled. “In multiple ways."

      His tone cut straight to my heart. I scowled at him. “I seem to recall you were pretty damn happy to be getting some, too, Detective. Or do you always carry a fresh condom around in your wallet like an overconfident high school senior?”

      Sebastian’s face turned red. He grimaced, baring gritted teeth, and his jaw worked as though he were desperately trying to dislodge some counter-snark, and failing.

      “I didn’t put any whammy on you,” I insisted before he could find his reply. “You and your pretty dick made the choice all on your own.”

      More hurt struck me when he didn’t say anything, his expression pained and full of disgust. We stood glaring at one another for several moments in icy silence; Thorgi’s indignant growling was the only sound in the room.

      What’s the point of fighting with him like this? piped up a voice in the back of my head. Brian said to cloud his mind and make him forget everything he saw. I can cross the room faster than he can aim and fire that gun, I know it. I just need to grab him, and...

      And what? And could I, really? Sebastian was a world-class asshole, but could I really just dip into his mind and rearrange things to suit my needs? First of all, I had no idea how to actually obfuscate mortal minds except to hide myself from their sight. Second... it wasn’t right. People had been trying to obfuscate my mind all my life, even before the real vampires came along. I couldn’t rob a man of his knowledge and choices.

      Very progressive and humanitarian of me, but then what do I do?

      A sudden, sharp rapping sound jolted us both. Sebastian pivoted so fast I almost wondered if he were part vampire, and just didn’t know it. He spun away from me and brought his gun up again, aiming it at a sliding glass door on the other side of his small dining room, a door I assumed must lead to the apartment balcony.

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s Brigid! Don’t shoot her!”

      The pretty redhead stood just outside, tapping on the glass. Before Sebastian could stop me, I crossed the room with the very same speed with which I could have already disarmed him, knocked him unconscious to do the mental memory wipe, or even kill him. The way he blanched, I think he must have realized the exact same thing. I slid the door back and assailed Brigid with questions.

      “Is Ji okay? Did Brian get her back home safely? Does Carmilla know about the fight?”

      Brigid held up a hand to quiet me. “Peace, dearest. Ji was quite hurt, but Quin will see to her quick recovery. I’d be more worried, if she hadn’t still been issuing the vilest curse words I’ve ever heard in my uniquely long life. Carmilla left early for the benefit, though, and we are still trying to reach her. But I had to come here first.”

      “How the fuck did you find us?” Sebastian barked. “Or did Kate tell all of you where I lived in case you were in the area and wanted a snack?”

      I’d never seen Brigid’s gentle, emotive features turn hard and dark before, but as she crossed the threshold into his dining room, a full-on storm cloud seemed to follow her, dropping the temperature several degrees. Her eyes, usually so warm and bright, hardened to ice.

      “There is no need to be rude, Detective,” she told him in an Arctic voice. “I found Kate by means of a simple tracking spell.”

      On her shoulder, Dagda bobbed his little rodent head and chittered, as though taunting Sebastian. Boy, did you ever screw up!

      Sebastian raised the gun to aim squarely at Brigid’s head. “Don’t your kind need to be invited in?”

      “One of the loveliest things about being an evenfall,” she said in a deceptively musical voice. “No.”

      “I told you, we’re not vampires,” I said. “Sebastian, will you please just put the gun down!”

      “Yes, Sebastian, please,” Brigid repeated, though I doubted she was worried about the weapon at all. Sliding a hand into a pocket on her flowing white dress, she pulled out something small and silver, and held it up for us both to see. It was a smooth, square USB drive attached to a key ring.

      “I’ve brought something that will answer many questions. For both of you.”
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      Sebastian grabbed the USB before I could, casting baleful glances at Brigid and me. “What’s on this?”

      Scratching Dagda under his furry white chin, she held his gaze steadily. “It isn’t my place, nor my desire, to describe it. You’ll have to watch it and see for yourselves. I’ll answer any questions I can afterwards.”

      Sebastian snarled low and disappeared into his kitchen, coming back a moment later with a glass of what appeared to be scotch. Still holding onto his gun, he gestured to the couch and flung himself down, then reached for his laptop and connected the drive.

      “Oh no, no drinks for us, thanks.” I rolled my eyes as I took a seat beside him.

      “Good.” He shot me a cold glare, curling his lip derisively. “I’m not your personal bar. Or your personal straw. Keep that in mind.”

      “You’re an ass, Stone.”

      Brigid sank down into an armchair, pulling Dagda into her lap, running loving hands over his body. She very deliberately avoided sight of the laptop screen.

      “You’re not watching?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve seen all there is to see, sweetheart.” Her radiant face wrinkled in remembered pain. “And I’d not see it again for anything.”

      She clucked her tongue softly, and Dagda curled up happily under her adoration.

      As the USB connected, a new icon appeared on the desktop. A video file. A sour, anxious feeling curdled in my gut as Sebastian clicked it and it opened, loading up an image of a familiar scene. The meeting place of the Chantry—the den, as David had called it. The overwhelming shades of deep, rich red in the seats, the sofas, and all the other décor were thankfully absent, recaptured in simple, stark black and white. The scene appeared to be set for a dinner.

      Our dinner.

      That dinner.

      What? Who recorded this?

      The answer came quickly, almost painfully obvious. David. Of course. I wonder if anyone knew he was recording our meetings.

      As familiar figures moved the space, like actors in an old, silent horror movie, the night my mind sought so hard to repress came alive again in a wave of agonizing recall. A low whimper escaped my throat. I didn’t want to watch... but I was unable to look away.

      My last night as a human being.

      Half-empty plates and tacky pewter goblets littered the dining table. Remnants of the meal David’s wife and the other women of the of David’s ‘inner circle’ had served us. Sumptuous Cornish game hens with a crackling, savory glaze; sides of carrot, pumpkin, and spinach. Red mulberry wine constantly being refilled—I brought a hand to my lips, remembering the rich aftertaste, thick and tart. And for dessert, something David had called a blancmange, a molded sort of white pudding dripping with a thick, ruby-red topping of dark raspberry compote.

      Memories of a creeping unease returned to me. The food had all seemed too much. Too... special. David and his wife kept going on and on about choosing the most fitting sorts of dishes and how long it had taken to find just the right recipes. The way the wine kept flowing and we were all encouraged to drink and eat, drink and eat. Even then, before things got really bad, a nagging sense of trouble had tugged at my mind. Why were the higher ups so full of excitement, eyes round and wide and a little bit crazy while they watched the rest of us eat?

      It was to be the ascension night. I didn’t take it seriously then. I thought they were just having a lot of campy fun, like throwing a Halloween party in July. David had been talking about ‘crossing the threshold’ for weeks. God... I should have the red flags and gotten the hell out.

      But I hadn’t. Because as stupid as it all was... it had been fun.

      I’d had... friends.

      The video file began already partway through the evening. Some had finished their dinners and had risen from their places to speak together in feverish anticipation, while others basked in David’s self-important sermonizing at the table. He sat at the head of it, of course, holding court with his wife and some of the most devoted children. The video didn’t capture sound, but I remembered the buzz of conversation and excitement. Why were we all so jazzed?

      Why, because of David’s special guest, of course.

      No sign of the esteemed visitor yet, though. An aching suspense frayed my nerves as Sebastian and I watched the action unfold, because I knew what was to come, and every second ticking by on the timer brought us closer to it.

      At the same time, a dim longing pulled my thoughts away from the inevitable. I wanted to touch the screen, run my fingers over the images of the people I’d known, and for the most part, really grown to like. Their names cut into my heart like a thousand razors. Pamela. Matt. Ronald. Ashley. Scott and Lauren. Heather.

      Everyone on screen kept sneaking glances at the empty chair at the foot of the table. The place set for the guest of honor. No plate of food or ornate silverware there: only the tallest, gaudiest goblet from David’s collection, full to the brim with a gleaming, dark liquid.

      “That was supposed to be blood,” I murmured, pointing it out to Sebastian. “David claimed it had been willingly given by him and the other, elder members of the group, but I doubt it. Probably just something he picked up from the butcher’s shop.”

      “Fuck.” Sebastian scrubbed at his mouth, fixated on the video. “You really were a cult. Like a serious underground hive of witches.”

      “No. At best we were a whole lot of cosplayers blowing smoke up our own asses and acting like some enlightened bunch of chosen ones. We were idiots. Fucking idiots.”

      “Kate, dear,” Brigid soothed. “Don’t say such things about yourself.”

      David had told us all that our honored guest wouldn’t until after sunset—something I took for a lot of stage drama at the time. When he did show—He, it was a he, that’s right! —we were forbidden from gazing upon him directly unless instructed otherwise. Keep your eyes averted, David warned. More pomp and showboating, I had thought.

      Then, he appeared.

      His presence affected the camera. The image flickered and started to roll, and our new arrival was nothing but a dark, shifting sort of blur in the shape of a man. He entered the shot from the bottom left of the screen, his back to the camera.

      Even through bursts of static and the occasional flipping image, we could tell the visitor was tall and slender... maybe even a little too tall and slender, for a normal person. A floor length cloak fluttered behind him like a perverted bridal train, the hood pulled up over his face.

      Just the sort of melodrama David would appreciate.

      On the screen, the figure approached David, and in the background on the upper right, I saw myself standing next to Lauren, who plucked at my sleeve with a look of eager delight on her face. It made my heart ache.

      I glanced at Sebastian. He’d leaned forward, peering at the screen in dire fascination, his drink forgotten. Brigid’s gentle gaze settled on me, full of sympathy.

      I swallowed hard, my body beset with tremors and an encroaching feeling of cold doom. Curling my hands into fists, I welcomed the flare of pain as my nails broke into the soft skin of my palms. Nausea rose and fell, my stomach clenched in pain. I began rocking back and forth slowly, squeezing my eyes shut and then snapping them back open.

      I knew what was coming. And I didn’t want to see.

      We couldn’t hear their conversation, but everyone in the room had stopped what they were doing to watch David and the newcomer. So we all saw David’s arrogant features shift into pallid horror when his guest lifted a hand and sliced it through the air, opening up our leader’s throat with his nails as opening a package of lunch meat.

      The blood looked pitch black on the video. It fountained from the neat slash left by the vampire’s claws, and the creature leapt on David, mouth pressed tightly to the open, spurting wound. David’s mouth dropped open on a wordless scream and after a moment, his body simply dropped to the floor.

      I put a hand to my mouth, fighting back tears. “I don’t want to watch anymore. Please, stop it!”

      Sebastian shook his head, entranced by the horror. He reached up to cover my eyes, but I brushed him away. If he could watch, I had to. As awful as it was, I would not let Sebastian Stone come to understand my fate while I remained ignorant of it.

      The vampire David had invited into our den—because of course, it was a true vampire, just like Carmilla had said—moved from person to person in the room with a speed that defied perception. Bursts of static and rolling distortions in the film marked his path across the room, followed by sprays of blood and bodies dropping to the floor. Sometimes a member of the Chantry tried to fight back or to escape, and the vampire entertained them like an indulgent parent, letting them flail and struggle before he killed them. Though the video had no sound, I remembered his laughter, a sharp and psychotic sound amid the screams.

      “I ran for the door,” I whispered, watching the small black-and-white version of myself break away from the others and dash for the back of the room. “It was locked, though. David had locked us all in there with that... that...”

      “Beast,” Brigid supplied. I nodded, dizzy as the scene continued to unfold.

      The vampire caught Lauren with lightning speed, lunging like a cheetah pouncing its prey with cold precision. He was a gray blur on the screen, his face a melted mask that went in and out of focus as he bent over Lauren’s neck, ripping it open, lapping up her blood with sickening fervor. Then he tossed her lifeless body to the floor and turned toward me.

      I remember the snapping of the bones and the gurgling screams of the others... how the metallic smell of blood filled my head...

      There had been others trying to escape, running after me toward the visible door or else to the one at the back of the room, which the camera didn’t capture. We were all stuck, though. Sealed in like sardines.

      Then the vampire darted behind me. I could almost feel his long fingers curling over my shoulders again, before he yanked my head back and struck at my throat with more deadly precision than any cobra.

      Pain. Blood. It ran down my neck, sheeting over my chest, hot and fast. I felt his sharp teeth, like blades, as he tore through flesh and muscle. I heard my pulse slowing, growing fragile and frail, like a tiny bird fallen from the nest.

      I wanted to look away. Who wants to watch themselves die? But I forced myself to face the reality. I kept my eyes focused, watching the tiny Kate onscreen as she swooned, slumping against the vampire as he drank, sagging to the floor when he moved on. I must’ve made a sound, some note of distress, because the next thing I knew, Sebastian put a firm hand on my shoulder, offering a steadying squeeze.

      “I... I thought it might be more...”

      Unable to find a word, I gestured helplessly at the screen. “I mean, something was different about me, right? That’s why I’m still here and they aren’t? I thought... I don’t know, like there’d be some kind of moment, something to pass between me and the... the...”

      But my voice failed, and I clammed up. The scene still wasn’t over yet.

      I wasn’t the last to die. The creature still had a few more throats to slash, a few more victims to drain. While he did, my lifeless body just lingered in the background. It chilled me. Then, though—when the last of the Chantry fell dead to the floor before him—the vampire looked up. For a split second, his face was visible under the hood, revealed by the light of one of the faux candle sconces. I caught a familiar sharp grin, the dark goatee, and high, sculpted cheekbones.

      Then, the camera abruptly cut off. The video was over.

      I sat, stunned, staring at the black screen long after the images disappeared. My whole body seemed to have gone numb.

      “Kate?” Brigid asked in a gentle voice.

      “It was Viggo.”

      A shiver broke me out of my stillness but left me cold from head to toe. “Sweet, salty Jesus... it was Viggo. This whole time.”

      Sebastian turned in his seat to face me, placing a hand on my knee. “Kate, I –”

      “No.” I brushed him off. “I need a sec. Please?”

      He leveled me with a somber, careful look—as though he suspected I might try and grab his gun and off myself right in front of him—but he nodded and took a sip of his scotch.

      I swallowed a few times, looking at the floor. Then I looked up, locking eyes with Brigid.

      “How?”

      Tossing a rueful smile at me, she spoke softly.

      “We keep tabs on local police activity with a couple of police scanners. Brian’s job.” She glanced away, stroking Dagda. “The warehouse wasn’t discovered for several hours, and the killer was long gone, but we recognized the signs. It was a vampire slaying, and a big one. Bri, Carmilla and I raced to the scene as quickly as we could, but the police were already there. Including this handsome brute, who had discovered the one unlikely survivor in the bunch.”

      She gestured to Sebastian. “Thanks to the detective, you were already on your way to the hospital by the time we discovered you’d survived. Or rather, that you’d become like us. We knew you would be waking, and in the first hours after rising your appetite for blood would be erratic, sickening, and difficult to control. We had to get you out, and we had to make sure you stayed out of any impending investigation. Carmilla decided to come to your aid and get you out before you could be more thoroughly examined or worse yet, locked up. Meanwhile, Brian and were tasked with retrieving any evidence which would expose humans to our world.”

      “You cleaned up the place?” Sebastian grunted. “You tampered with our scene.”

      ‘I’m sorry, detective.” A shade of frost colored her tone. “We felt it more prudent to keep humans away from the horror of our world. If you like, though, I can work to get front row seats at the next slaughterfest.”

      “What about this video?” I demanded before Sebastian could retort. “Where did it come from? How come Carmilla never showed it to me?”

      “Brian discovered the camera and discovered Mr. Pace had created a sort of ‘video diary’ of the Chantry’s journey. This one was the last. It was automatically uploaded to the cloud at midnight on the night of the murders. It’s taken Brian three nights to hack and download it. Carmilla hasn’t even seen it yet, and if she had, I’m sure she would never have let me bring it here/”

      She stood, Dagda squeaking and shimmying up her arm to perch on her shoulder. Crossing to Sebastian, she held her hand out. “And now I must take it back.”

      He shook his head. “No, we need this. We can –”

      Brigid graced him with a tender smile even as she cut him off. “What, Detective? Show it to your superiors and put out an APB on a vampire? I hardly think you’ll get the validation, Detective. More likely you’ll be off the case and retired to the nearest psychiatric unit.”

      Sebastian scowled but reluctantly nodded, disconnecting the USB, and giving it back to her. He might be a hothead and a pain in my ass, but you couldn’t deny the man knew when to exercise logic and reason.

      She turned my way again. “When Brian and Ji returned tonight and told us what happened, I knew the vampire on the video must be the same who attacked you.” She knelt before me. “He’s toying with you, sweetheart. Playing with your emotions before he goes in for the kill.”

      She patted my knee, stood, and faced Sebastian again. “I wanted you to know once and for all, she’s innocent. She didn’t kill those people, nor did she ask to be what she is. We’ve yet to discover if there is a method to this madness, unfortunately. Brian thinks there must be some sort of genetic code that predisposes a woman to become evenfall. I, on the other hand, think it’s a special kind of magic, dependent on the individual’s spirit.”

      Dagda tittered, resting on her shoulder, and stroking her hair with his paws. She chucked him under the chin, lowering her voice. “Yes, mo dhuine milis. I’ll have to take my leave now. This attack has thrown the evening into serious disarray, and we’re all still expected at Carmilla’s benefit tonight. Don’t tarry too long, Kate.”

      Pausing a moment to give Sebastian a conspicuous assessment, she added, “On the other hand, if anyone would understand the reason for your tardiness, it would be Carmilla.”.

      She laughed, taking her leave through the front door. For a long time after her departure, silence stretched between me and Sebastian.

      “Jesus,” He began. “It’s …”

      “Crazy.” I acknowledged. “Hell, it happened to me, and I still don’t believe it.”

      “Do you trust these people?” He pressed, leaning back into the plush leather of the couch, tucking his hands behind his head.

      “I’m learning to. Not at first. But that video backs up everything Carmilla’s said to me. She never deceived me. Her concern is genuine.” I sight, my energy totally sapped. “Viggo on the other hand... We need to find him. The sooner, the better.”

      “I know.” His tone was dark. “And we will. At least I was right about one thing, though.”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “And that is?”

      “I knew you didn’t know Carmilla from Adam that first night.”

      “Oh, yeah. No.” I chuckled.

      “Kate?”

      “Hm?”

      “You seriously need a shower.”

      Snatching up one of the throw pillows, I smacked him with it. “You ass. Shouldn’t we figure out our next move, not critiquing my appearance after a massive fight with a centuries-old vampire.” I narrowed my gaze. “And don’t forget, just about twenty minutes ago you were calling me some really rude names.”

      “C’mon now. Give a guy a break. I’m new to this ‘creatures of the night’ gig.”

      “I’m sorry. It must be so hard for you.”

      Sebastian reached out. He brushed my cheek with his fingers, staring at me as though seeing something new, something he’d entirely missed before. Very slowly, he tilted his head, leaning down, and gave me a curious, uncertain kiss.

      “Look, we’ll figure this out,” he whispered. “I just... need to process. And after watching that... that bloodbath... I really need to feel, not think. I need to know my heart’s still beating, and it will keep beating.”

      His lips grazed mine, capturing them with a brief, sweet kiss that did wonderful, heated things to my body. Especially when his tongue slid against mine, stroking it sensuously for a few seconds before breaking the kiss.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say ‘creatures of the night turn you on’.” I whispered. Sebastian held my gaze as he released me and stood, bending to scoop me up in his arms.

      “The only thing turning me on right now is you.”

      I leaned up to kiss him this time, wrapping arms around his shoulders.
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      After the shower, Sebastian led me into the bedroom, and I lay naked in his embrace, enjoying the feel of his body flush against mine. The first time we did this, I didn’t have time to allow myself the luxury, as it had already nearly been dawn. Tonight, however, remained young.

      Through a wide pair of tall, plate-glass windows, a broad, beautiful view of the ocean stretched out before us. The stars twinkled on the waves. The pain and horror of the fight, the chase, the awful video recording, all melted away as we watched the water together. We stroked one another and soon, we were kissing, hands and mouths seeking deep, emotional sustenance.

      His muffled growl made me smile. He didn't appear to need directions, though I felt crawling fingers nudge my thighs apart and those same sinful digits advance, creeping up my inner thigh to touch the quick of me. When I thought he would push a finger into me, they retreated to walk their way up the other thigh. This time they skated briefly over my clit, a frisson of feeling before they fell back.

      It was a carefully planned assault. Advance, retreat, push forward, and fall back, building my passion higher, on a roller-coaster ride to release. I didn't know when I started begging, when the soaked and twisted sheets under my fingers bunched and wound around my own hands, but when the promise of what was to come was too much, I finally felt his mouth on me, felt the damp rasp of a tongue as his whole mouth closed over me. The catlike flicker of his tongue lapping on my clit built and rose, until I came with a howl and a shriek, nearly sobbing with release.

      Aftershocks washed over me, lethargic bliss spreading through my veins, but he wasn't finished yet. I sprawled in wet abandon on the mattress, delighting in the briefest whisper of a kiss on my lips. I dipped my tongue into his mouth, tasting my own musky juices even as I felt the pained pleasure of his penetration.

      The weight of his body lying over me, the crispy scratch of wiry hairs on the insides of my thighs… He pushed farther, turgid cock slowly filling me while I gasped and arched into him shamelessly. Steady and relentless, he hammered into me with raw desire, the rocking tempo and his heavy breathing matching my own. It didn't take long until we both shattered into a million fragments of shared bliss.

      He rolled off me, slipped from the bed to discard the condom he’d thoughtfully rolled on earlier. Padding back into the bedroom, I couldn’t help but admire his beautiful masculine form. He was perfect in my eyes. I squealed when he jumped on the bed and wrapped his warm body around mine again. His lips at my hairline, cheek and neck sent shivers down my spine.

      “I’m starving, Ms. Ramirez. Want to grab some dinner? Oh, wait. You don’t eat food, right?”

      I didn’t answer him right away, in fact, my head rang and echoed with sounds from earlier, the fight with Viggo.

      . You poor little vermin need a lesson from a true vampire. One who knows how to hunt. How to feed. Tell you what: you go home and lick your wounds, and think about what you did wrong, and we’ll all get together for round two. It’ll be a...

      “Dinner date,” I murmured.

      Sebastian blinked. “What?”

      I bolted up, accidentally knocking him off the bed. He tumbled to the floor with a thud.

      “Damn Kate, I—”

      “I think I know where Viggo is,” I explained, swinging my legs over the side of the bed. “Or at least, where he will be. Carmilla’s benefit dinner! We’ve got to go now!”

      He opened his mouth to say something, but just then, the lights all through the apartment went out, leaving us in darkness.
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      I seized my jeans from the floor and grabbed for my phone, remembering too late that it had been smashed in the fight with Viggo. An angry mutter escaped Sebastian as he fumbled for his own, and an instant later the screen lit up in the dark. By its glow, I saw his grim expression as he thumbed through his contacts and hit one, bringing the phone up to his ear.

      His scowl told me all I needed to know. The call didn’t connect.

      “What’s going on?” I asked in a tight whisper, as he closed out of the call and tried again. Listening intently to what I assumed must be total, waiting silence, he narrowed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Fuck,” he growled. “Your redheaded friend wouldn’t by chance have left her illegal cell phone jammer behind, would she?”

      I shook my head. “It must be Viggo. He followed me—or her—”

      “Or me,” Sebastian finished. “He was real chummy earlier at the diner, like we were old pals. If he’s the jealous type he might’ve been watching me for days. He could have any number of shills keeping an eye the place. You think he’s trying to get to your lawy—to Ms. Summers?”

      Tugging my jeans on awkwardly in the dark, I nodded. “He said once she was arrogant and reckless, and notorious to vampires. If he’s not here to fuck with me or you, I’ll bet my left ass cheek he’s going after her.”

      He knows it would hurt me. Would hurt all the evenfall.

      In the front room, Thorgi started barking. The barking soon became a pitiful kind of howl, like a doomed wolf in a last stand to protect a litter of pups. I’d heard his warnings before, and even his clear threat of attack, but I’d never heard him so fiercely, bravely, facing down some invisible foe.

      Invisible? Maybe I was wrong. Maybe Viggo’s here after all.

      I shivered, terrified. The visceral, gory images on the security footage oozed back into the front of my mind, making me want to puke. Ji, Brian, and I had barely been able to drive Viggo away in the parking garage. Now I had only Sebastian, a human, and while he had a gun, I didn’t think it would deter the vampire. And Thorgi might be a brave little potato, but I didn’t even want to imagine what Viggo would do to him.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Sebastian said in a growl. “Down to the street, away from the signal jammer or whatever is blocking my phone.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Hurry.”

      He dressed quickly and crossed to his closet, digging through it until he found a heavy-duty emergency flashlight. The beam cut through the dark room, bright enough I had to squint even though he hadn’t shone it anywhere near me. For the briefest instant, I imagined he’d turn the beam on a dark corner to reveal Viggo, looming like Bella Lugosi, and we’d be dead before we knew it.

      Viggo would have to be invited in, though. He couldn’t cross a threshold like the evenfall can.

      So, we were safe until we left the apartment.

      Which was exactly what we had to do.

      “Grab Thorgi,” Sebastian told me. “Doctor Strange will have to forgive me for leaving her to fend for herself.”

      “It might be safer to leave Thorgi here,” I whispered as we moved into the living room and the dog in question hurried up to us, whining nervously, wagging his hind end in high anxiety. “Viggo can’t enter here unless you let him in.”

      “Not so sure I trust that old chestnut anymore,” he replied. “Not after your friend breezed in.”

      “I keep telling you we’re not vampires!” I hissed.

      “Thorgi stays with us.”

      I crouched to pick up the wriggling potato, glad my transformation had blessed me with a healthy dose of extra strength. He wasn’t exactly the kind of dog you could fit in a purse.

      Sebastian retrieved his gun and held it in his free hand. “Keep telling myself I need to get a flashlight that clips to my shirt,” he grumbled. “And then I think, ‘nah, when would I ever come across the exact situation where I’d need something like that?’”

      “Hindsight and all that.”

      “Yeah. Okay. Get ready.”

      He set the flashlight on the floor, facing the entrance, and carefully worked the doorknob. He took a step back as the door swung open, aiming the gun as though he knew someone would be standing directly on the other side. The lights were out in the hallway as well, but in the sweep of the flashlight beam, it seemed empty. After a beat, patiently waiting and listening, he picked up the flashlight again and led the way.

      Could Viggo hide himself from me if he wanted to? I had no doubt he’d have the power to, but he’d been able to see me when I’d obfuscated myself. Maybe vampires and evenfall were simply immune. I had to hope so, because otherwise we had no chance in that pitch-black passageway.

      Sebastian motioned me to stay close to the wall. I did, holding a perfectly quiet Thorgi. Smart dog seemed to know better than to bark or wriggle now, and simply hung from my arms, breathing light and fast. Besides the low, scrabbling sound of rats, his soft panting was the only noise.

      We slunk through the hall like marines in a war movie, and I kept my body flat against the wall to present as small a target as I could. About halfway down the hall I remembered we probably weren’t going to find ourselves facing an armed swat team... but I kept my careful side-stepping approach all the same.

      “Your neighbors all seem pretty comfortable with the power going out,” I whispered. “Not a sound from any of them. That’s weird, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sebastian agreed.

      “You need to call your super. It smells really funky in here.”

      “It does.” He sounded wary. “But I’m going to go out on a limb and say that’s not a broken sewer line. I don’t like this.”

      Me, either. Any second now that flashlight beam was going to illuminate someone’s dead body, or even worse, someone’s undead body. Viggo, or—

      My eyes widened as I recalled something Quin had told me. Only females become evenfall. Males either end up full-blown bloodsucker or a dried-up, malformed mess that has a particularly nasty time dying.

      Could Viggo have made his way through Sebastian’s neighbors just like he had the Chantry? Could he have left a small horde of vampire zombies or ghosts or—

      I paused a second. The scrabbling, scuffling sound behind us had gotten louder.

      “Sebastian?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is a pretty high-class apartment, right? Like, it’s kept up and clean and stuff?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      Dread pooled in my stomach.

      “... you don’t happen to have a rat problem, do you?”

      He came to a stop. Facing me, he opened his mouth in an expression of cold dismay.

      “Fuck.”

      Swinging the flashlight to shine past me, he illuminated a dozen rats scrambling across the tiles, heading our way. Behind them, a hundred pairs of shining red eyes glinted back at us, and the smell of a foul, musky sewer seemed to intensify. Thorgi barked again and struggled in my arms as the squeaking vermin reached us.

      “Christ!” I kicked the first fat rat to scurry toward my feet. It went flying back into the shadows with a pained squeal, and the sight of its long, yellow incisors sent a shudder of revulsion through my whole body. The next rat dodged my foot, though, and sank its teeth into my calf, making me drop Thorgi as I stumbled back.

      The dog hit the floor and lunged for one of the vermin, a wet, bubbling snarl rising from his throat. He caught it in his jaws and shook it violently, until its neck broke with a brittle snap and it went limp.

      Sebastian backed up a few steps, staring and moving his gun from target to target in an action that must have been more reflex than anything else, since there was no way the weapon would be useful against a swarm. After a beat this must have occurred to him and he stomped forward instead, trying to kick or crush the rodents.

      “There are too many!” he yelled at me. “Keep heading for the stairs!”

      We did, backing away from the swarm as quickly as we could without turning our backs on them to be overrun. More and more came, sleek black rats with awful red eyes. The smell kept getting worse, and soon they flowed around my ankles like a river, nipping and biting when I couldn’t kick them away fast enough.

      Thorgi let out a high yipe of pain, then snapped and snarled at the nearest little beast. It didn’t even run from him; I watched with a spike of horror as it leapt straight for his muzzle and sank its disgusting yellow teeth into his snout.

      “Thorg!” Sebastian yelled as the dog gave up a terrible series of cries, shaking his head and digging away at the rat with his front paws. In the meantime, another jumped on him, and another. I lunged for him and fell back with a shriek as one of the bastards bit my hand.

      “Motherfucker!”

      Sebastian made a grab for the dog. His foot caught in the tide of vermin, and he stumbled, dropping the flashlight. In seconds, the swarm swallowed it up and we were plunged back into darkness.

      “Kate!” he yelled for me. “Come this way!”

      I waded through the rats, brushing them off as they climbed up my limbs and tried to overwhelm me. My hand met his in the darkness and he pulled me to him. We crouched together, holding each other in an attempt to shield our faces and necks. He had Thorgi clutched in his arms, and the dog whimpered and trembled.

      I groaned. Tiny feet scrabbled across my skin. The stench choked me, making me cough and gag.

      “I’m sorry, Sebastian,” I managed to say. “This is all my fault.”

      “Fuck yeah, it is,” he muttered, though he slid an arm around my neck to pull me closer, squeezing me tight.

      Despite the awful, ugly circumstances, I couldn’t help a dry laugh. “You ass.”

      Thorgi licked my cheek. I stroked his smooth, soft fur, my heart breaking at the wetness of blood leaving sticky tracks through it.

      It can’t end like this. It isn’t fair. I just died for the first time and have barely had a chance to get used to that spectacular clusterfuck. I’m not going to die again eaten by goddamn rats!

      A thirsty ache built within me. My teeth throbbed with a deep, agonizing urgency.

      Oh, now I get my fangs? Well happy fucking vampire puberty to m—

      An idea hit me, bright as a bolt of light cutting through the dark. It came so suddenly I gave a startled jolt. All at once, our chance at escape became perfectly obvious.

      “Sebastian!” I hissed. Rats almost completely covered us now; he jerked as one bit into his earlobe, seizing it in one fist and crushing it in fury fueled by pain.

      “Sebastian, do you trust me?”

      “Trust you?” He gave a rusty bark of a laugh. “After all the shit you’ve pulled, Kate Ramirez? You want me to trust you?”

      “You can, or you and Thorgi can end up rat pellets. Your choice.”

      “I trust you,” he assured me. “If you’ve got some way out of this, go for it.”

      I leaned in for his neck. Instinct guided me, and as my teeth brushed his skin, another deep pulse of pain shot through my gums. Fangs, proper fangs, took shape from my incisors, and as my tongue found the flutter of his pulse, I sunk them into his skin.

      Sebastian sucked in a hiss of pain but held his tongue. Thorgi, shivering like a leaf, uttered an uncertain growl, as though he knew he should be defending his human, but also knew better than to tempt a being corrupted beyond death.

      Sebastian’s blood tasted like a new penny, shining and coppery. It hit me with a kick, like Fireball, and my body reacted as though truly waking up for the first time. A surge of light coursed through me as I drank, and Sebastian relaxed against me with a sigh that sounded at least part pleasure. Even through the disgusting stench of rats I became ravenously aware of his scent, masculine and enticing.

      It was only Thorgi’s sharp, warning bark that made me let go. I released Sebastian with a gasp, and when I looked up, the hallway lay out before me in clear, perfectly visible tones of subdued color. I could see it all, down to the fine, coarse hairs on the rats and the gritty dirt they left behind them on the tiles.

      More than all that—I could sense them. Hear their tiny, racing heartbeats and feel their frantic minds. Viggo’s fingerprints—or what might be called fingerprints, in a bizarre, ghostly, mental sense—were all over them, driving them into a frenzy. I put my hands out, imagining them falling away from us, back into the shadow. I tried to think at them, as though they might take directions like pets.

      Go. Get out of here. Back into the street. Back into the sewers. Stay away from us.

      At first, I didn’t believe it could possibly work. Psychically controlling rats? No way. Except Viggo had done it, hadn’t he?

      Go away. Go. Away.

      Miraculously, the swarm began to thin. Dozens of them dropped away from me and Sebastian, hopping off our backs and legs to run off in all directions. The squeaking, scuttling sounds of hundreds started to dwindle down, slowly quieting to perhaps only dozens. Then maybe one dozen.

      Then, finally, the rats were gone.

      “How did you do that?” Sebastian asked in a fierce whisper. In one arm he still clutched the poor, shivering Thorgi; he’d reached up to clap his other hand over the wound I’d left in this neck. I hadn’t gone for an artery or his jugular vein—though I was sure if I’d wanted to, I could have found them, failing grades in high school biology notwithstanding—but a startling amount of blood still ran down to stain his shirt, and he needed to get a bandage on quickly.

      “I don’t know.” Getting to my feet, I reclaimed the flashlight and beckoned him forward. “Come on. We’ve got to get you some first aid and we’ve got to call the BCA. Hurry!”

      The jog down the stairwell jangled my already-frayed nerves, but if Viggo was on the premises, he probably would have already shown himself. That made me even more nervous, though, imagining where he might be instead.

      What time did Carmilla’s benefit dinner start? Did she ever mention it? Come to think of it, where is it being held?

      “What time is it?” I asked Sebastian as we emerged, finally, in the building’s lobby.

      He put Thorgi down and pulled out his phone. “Almost nine.”

      The event must be in full swing by now. I held out a hand for the phone and he gave it to me. “What about your neck?”

      “There’s a first aid kit at the security desk by the front door. I’ll take care of it. You call who you need to call.”

      He took the flashlight and went in search of the desk, Thorgi limping at his heels. I watched him for a brief second, then dialed the BCA.

      It connected. Yes! I listened to it ring four times, each long, burring tone like a snickering, taunting phone goblin in my ear. Then the voicemail clicked on: a standard and professional-sounding message that gave no real information and eventually hung up on me. With a growl, I dialed again.

      I called three times before somebody finally picked up. In a smooth but curious voice, Quin said, ‘Hello? BCA.”

      “Quin!” Thank God. “It’s Kate. I think the vampire that attacked Ji and Brian and me earlier is going to attack Carmilla’s benefit tonight. Has it started yet? Where is it going to be?”

      “Whoa, slow down, Katie,” he said. “Carm went up to Pelican Hill to get started as early as she could. I just finished checking on Ji, so I’m heading up there myself. What did you say about a vampire?”

      “The one who attacked us tonight,” I said. “His name is Viggo. He seriously hurt Ji and sent a horde of rats after me and the detective. He said he’d see us at dinner. He meant Carmilla’s dinner, I’m sure of it!”

      “Shit,” he spat under his breath. “Where are you? I’m coming to get you.”

      I told him. As we hung up, I handed the phone back to Sebastian. He quirked an eyebrow, waiting for the full story.

      “Hope you and Thorgi have got your dancing shoes on,” I told him. “Because we’re about to crash a party.”
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      Perched upon five hundred and four acres of unrivaled coastal beauty, Pelican Hill was set apart as a world unto itself, offering a sanctuary of seclusion, a feast for the senses, and a retreat for anyone that could afford the eleven-hundred-dollars-per-night price tag. I’d passed by the place a time or two, on the outside looking in but never dreamed that I’d make it past the gated entrance.

      Quin drove like a madman, his booted foot never letting up on the accelerator as we sped up the curving driveway, eyes darting between me and Sebastian who sat in the backseat holding Thorgi.

      “Katie, you and the Detective could wait this out, here in the car. No one will think less of you for it. From what you’ve told me, this Viggo ain’t one much for the rules and to be honest, darlin’, you’re still getting used to this life, let alone the training phase.”

      I knew Quin came from a genuine place of caring, but I didn’t have time for his doubts. “Don’t cheat me out of my moment. I can help, Quin.”

      He dropped a heavy sigh. “Can’t blame an old horse for tryin’, sweet.”

      He rounded another curve, gunning it and sliding into the parking rotunda with a verve and style that the folks of The Fast and Furious would have applauded. As the wary valets scattered, he nodded at me. “Carm’s event is in the Pacific Ballroom. I need you to stay away from it.”

      “Bu—”

      “No buts, hear me out. This Viggo is your sire, which means he can always sense you. Hear me, Katie? And likewise, you have a better chance of catching his attention despite his intended target. Use that bond to your advantage, yeah?”

      He glanced at Seb. “Gird your loins, boy. And keep your head. Stay close to Katie. I’m heading for the ballroom and getting Carmilla. If you run into the others, let them know.”

      Sliding from the car, he tossed the keys at the nearest startled valet. I followed, Sebastian close on my heels, carrying Thorgi in his arms. The poor thing was still shaking.

      As we entered the lobby, I skidded to a standstill, Sebastian directly behind me. He managed to avoid plowing into me as I gaped like a star struck fish at the sheer opulence of the place. The hotel lobby was illuminated with a soft and welcoming light. The Italian marble and terra cotta design overwhelmed the senses. Four separate rooms lay invitingly in a circle, places for people to mingle, wait or simply enjoy the atmosphere. Even now, this late, people arrived, heading for the marbled front desk, ready to check in. Far off, the clink of glasses filled the air, the buzzing of hundreds of different voices bouncing off the marbled walls in gentle slopes. Barefoot luxury at its finest.

      “Kate, put a pin in the gawking,” Sebastian hissed in my ear, the rush of his breath hot and low over the skin. “We can come back and play country bumpkins another time.”

      “You’re no fun.” I griped.

      “That’s not what you said an hour ago.” He countered in an even tone.

      “We need to find Brigid and the others. Then we can –”

      “Kate!”

      Brigid, Brian, Ji, and Tina appeared from the northernmost hallway. Dressed to the nines in swanky evening attire, their finery enhanced the fact that Sebastian and I looked like two rejects from a Limp Bizkit concert with dirty jeans and wrinkled, blood smeared shirts. I plucked at my top in regret, huffing under my breath, before giving Ji the once over.

      “You look good for a gal who got filleted two hours ago.”

      She smirked, shrugging elegantly. “What can I say? I’m like a weeble wobble. Weebles wobble but we don’t fall down.” Her cerulean blue cocktail dress fit her perfectly, baring angular shoulders, while a flaring mid-length hem accentuated her long, toned legs beautifully. Her straight, black hair hung to her waist. “Besides, Quin makes a mean bring me back smoothie.”

      Brigid’s white dress with blooming tree applique, came down mid-calf, the plunging decolletage classy, not trampy. Long, fluttering sleeves rounded out the look, her flaming hair pulled into a sleek chignon. “We saw Quin. He said you would fill us in.” She rolled her eyes good naturedly. “Sometimes he’s as cryptic as Carmilla.”

      “Sometimes?” This from Brian. He wore a refined ivory tuxedo with a satin-faced notch lapel, paired with ivory pleated pants for a crisp finish.

      “Viggo made comments earlier which I interpreted to mean he was coming here tonight to kill Carmilla.”

      Tina, dressed in a stunning floor length canary yellow sheath, her natural hair framing that piquant face of hers perfectly, snorted. Loudly. “Good luck to him. She’s always at the ready, been taking down assholes like him for the better part of 200 years. He won’t get far.”

      Ji and Brian exchanged glances before Brian spoke up. “He’s stronger than the other grunts we go up against. Our little dance earlier didn’t faze him a bit. He may be older than Carm as well. He’s a definite threat.”

      Tina shook her head. “Not worried.”

      “You should be. If not for Carmilla’s sake, then for all the humans here tonight. Of which I am one. Vampire or not, this guy is a textbook psychopath with no regard for anything but chaos and bloodshed. And who knows how many friends he’s brought with him. Killing your lady boss is his endgame but forcing her to watch as his goons grab a few snacks would make it all the sweeter.” Sebastian stepped around me, taking turns glancing at us all as he spoke. “I’ve had the displeasure of being mind fucked by Carmilla and Viggo. His hold definitely lasted longer, I was like a puppet on his personal string and as hard as I fought, I couldn’t break out of his control. His lack of regard for any life but his own makes him more dangerous than you realize.”

      Ji slow clapped insolently. “Great speech, Professor Patronization, but this isn’t our first rodeo.”

      She paused, staring at Thorgi in his arms. “You brought a corgi to a vampire fight? I’m not sure cute, stubby butt overload works on the undead.”

      Sebastian sneered, remaining quiet. Brigid stepped closer and opened her arms. “May I, Detective. I’ve a feeling you’ll be joining us on our sweep, and I hardly think this will be the place for such a lovey. Zell is parked around the back near the exit to the Pacific Ballroom. Let me get your puppy to safe zone.”

      His stance and face bore a wary expression for a long moment before he nodded, handing Thorgi to Brig. “He isn’t good with strangers so be…” He trailed off as Thorgi leapt from his arms to Brigid’s and nestled against her chest. She smiled, stroking his head tenderly. “Never mind.”

      “Okay, look, Quin inferred my presence would distract Viggo enough to possibly turn him away from whatever he’s planned. Not keen on being a guinea pig but sometimes, you just gotta take one for the team.” I stared at Ji, Brigid, Brian, and Tina in turn. Our eyes held silent conversations our mouths would never make. “I suggest you do what it is you do best, patrol. There are four separate hallways branching off yonder.” I pointed at each one. “I don’t have to tell you how to do your jobs and you’re all far better than I am at picking vampires out in a crowd. I’ll focus on pulling Viggo my way. As soon as Quin manages to get Carmilla away, I suggest we all bail, too. Chances are Viggo’s grunts will follow evenfall. We’ll get them as far as we can from populated areas and dust their asses.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “I’ll drop Thorgi off with Zell then check out the Evening Lawn and Rotunda. They’re close to the Ballroom, with plenty of shadowy places to hide since it's not in use right now.” Brij confided before taking off, the others following suit.

      Which left me and Sebastian.

      “Look, I am in no way insinuating you’re useless in this fight but maybe you should—”

      “Mm-hm. Maybe I should disregard the passive aggressive attack on my manhood and stick by you. Give me that much, Kate. Let me do what I can.”

      Stick by you.

      I’d lived my life and subsequently, my death, on my own. I’d trained myself to be alone, to not trust others. Attachment led to expectation. And I’d nothing but the denouement of letting people down when I failed to meet them.

      Stick by you.

      I heard burgeoning loyalty in those three words. We were treading on uneven, unknown ground. But I didn’t have the luxury of taking this moment apart and examining it further.

      Later.

      He laid warm hands on my shoulders. “I don’t have your bat powers, but I can hold my own. Don’t relegate me to the role of Detective Do Nothing.”

      Our gazes met, locked for several long moments before I sighed. “Just don’t get killed on my watch, then.”

      “I’ll do my best. So, what’s the plan?”

      “Hear me out. I have this, kind of, skill. I can’t turn myself invisible, but I can make you think I’ve disappeared yet remain right in front of you.”

      He arched a brow, lips thinning out. “Is that what you did with me those times?”

      Nodding earnestly, I offered a sheepish smile. “Yeah, in my defense though, the first time was an accident. I didn’t know I could do that. Surprise!”

      “We’re gonna talk about this later. For now, go on.”

      “I’m going to make myself unseeable to all the humans, then proceed to run batshit insane up and down the connecting ballroom hallways to distract Viggo and his goons.” Hesitating, I bit my lower lip softly then continued. “Whatever I am, it’s like catnip to vampires and they can’t resist the hunt. In fact, there’s a solid chance they’re already on the prowl. First and foremost in their pea brains is this unrelenting desire to find and finish me off. It’s a real love/hate relationship.”

      I tried for a joking tone, but his eyes widened.

      “Bait. You want to be bait?”

      “Not really. But I am, regardless. May as well make it work to my advantage. Are you ready? Just have my six.”

      “Wait. Doesn’t this mean you’ll be invisible to me, too, though?”

      I groaned. “I hate when you’re all sensible and shit. You’re right.” I paused, something coming to mind. “Unless…let me try something.”

      I reached out for his hand, holding it loosely while concentrating on removing myself from all human vision. After about thirty seconds, I peeked up at him. “Can you still see me?”

      He nodded slowly.

      Good, my idea paid off. If I maintained physical contact, I could avoid monkeying his mind with the illusion. “All right. Let’s do this.”

      I took off in a lazy sprint, keeping hold of Sebastian and calling out in a singsong tone, random lyrics and melodies as they popped into my head. Not a single human being gave any sign they heard or saw me as we weaved around them.

      We darted up and around the hallway we’d originally been in, down the next one over and through the third one in less than two minutes. In the distance I could hear hissing sounds and screeches of rage which led to me singing louder and louder, hoping my intended target was close by.

      Then the sound of terrified screaming caused me to come to a full stop. Glass shattered somewhere to my left, the shrill cacophony of women and men yelling, and squelching sounds filled the air. I knew what murder sounded like and before I could stop him, Sebastian let go of my hand.

      Grabbing his gun, he cocked it and with an apologetic look my way, darted off down another hallway.

      “Sebastian! No!” I pounded after him, my mind desperately holding onto my obfuscation control and cursing the fact I somehow knew this was a trap.

      And I was right.

      “Kate, Kate, Kate. Sweet Kate. Stupid girl.” Viggo’s sinister, growling voice bounced off the walls around me. The main lobby was far away, but the lights and sounds reached deep, as far down as we were. “Did you truly think your little ploy had merit? My boys may be that easily distracted but I’m stronger. So, while they deal with the other parasites, I will deal with you. And besides, I didn’t truly come for your friend tonight. The master would be most displeased if I harmed a single hair on that bitch’s head, but my boys are hungry and haven’t indulged in a while.”

      I turned around in confusion, his voice now coming from different directions. Under his noxious speech, I heard another sound, the rustle of cloth against cloth, light grunts, and groans. I couldn’t place it, but it lit a beacon of urgency inside of me.

      “I came here knowing you’d call the alarm. Now, those that could help you are too busy. So, I’m going to finish what I started that night at the warehouse. But first, a little bite.”

      I heard the nightmarish sound of flesh ripping out, the moist sound of blood spurting from exposed and ripped arteries. A low moan of agonizing pain even as the sickening sounds of ravenous slurping and lapping echoed about me.

      I was listening to someone die.

      “Show yourself, you coward!” Inside, I quaked with fear, but my voice remained steady. I needed to find Sebastian but didn’t want to lead Viggo to him either. “You stuffed-shirt, second-rate, Bela Lugosi wannabe. Answer me!”

      A soft sound, nearly a sigh, came from the right, and I whirled in time to see Viggo step around a large column, face smeared with blood, eyes alight with satiation and satisfaction. He shuddered once, then spoke. “Sorry, love. Didn’t want to talk with my mouth full. Manners and all.”

      His eyes cast an eerie glow, sliding a fraction to the right. I followed the motion as he slyly pulled something toward him, yanking it into the puddle of soft light coming in from outside.

      A man, covered in blood, an open, ugly, and vicious wound nearly severing his head from the shoulders. The flesh, muscle and tendons twisted grotesquely, visible from the flayed wound. He was trying to talk, and I watched in terrible fascination, a cold, sick feeling pressing down as I recognized Viggo’s victim.
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      I stared, horror-struck, as Sebastian slid from Viggo’s grip, pale as old, yellowing milk. His eyes, wide in shock, remain locked on me, the light draining out of them.

      Cold fear ran through me, as if someone had just doused me with ice water from head to toe. “No...” I whispered. Then, in a furious shout, “No!”

      Viggo gave a growl of pure pleasure as Sebastian’s body sank to the floor. He took a step toward me, bloody grin stretching from ear to ear. Too wide, like a twisted monster movie villain or chilling urban legend.

      “Poor little Kate,” he practically purred. “Too bad about your boyfriend there. He sure went quickly, though. If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone already used him for a snack tonight.”

      My terror quickly gave way to fury. I bared my teeth, snarling. “You goddamn bastard...”

      “Well, that’s not very gracious of you.” He advanced, holding his hands out in a gesture of innocence. “I told you, pretty girl, we are predators. The lion doesn’t care if the antelope happened to be a really good lay before it died.”

      His smile shifted, turning into a disgusted scowl. “Well... we vampires are predators, at least. You wretched mongrels... you’re more like parasites.”

      “Keep talking.” I sank into a crouch, ready to strike. “It’ll only make it that much better when I rip out your throat.”

      “My throat? Silly Kate, do you really think I’d have let you live if I thought you would ever grow to be strong enough to take me?”

      He’d moved in close, talking to distract me, and when he swung out one hand to grab me, I barely ducked in time. He followed up with a swipe, his hands now looking more like twisted, sharpened claws, and I ducked to the side, narrowly avoiding losing my arm.

      “Of course, I had no intention of letting you live for long, anyway,” he resumed, in a perfectly conversational tone even as we circled one another. “Once I realized my visit to your ridiculous Chantry of Selene turned up an evenfall, I knew I’d have to clean up after myself. The master detests mongrels left to roam the streets. I toyed with the thought of keeping you around—it’s been so long since I had a dolly to play with—but I’d just get bored with you eventually and kill you later rather than sooner. And to me, that’s about the same, so what would be the point?”

      He lurched at me again. This time I grabbed his hand and pulled, trying to yank him off balance, but he moved with the motion and used it to shove me. His strength threw me back so hard that I collided with a pedestal bearing a decorative brass vase, and the piece clattered to the ground with a loud, reverberating sound like a cymbal.

      A fresh surge of rage filled me, and I rebounded, launching myself off the pedestal at him. Viggo’s eyes flashed with genuine surprise as I pounced on him, tackling him to the ground. He raised his hands just in time to arrest mine, inches away from tearing at his neck.

      We wrestled, rolling across the floor until we struck a wall, and a framed artwork clattered down on top of us, striking me between the shoulders. The sudden sharp pain made me flinch, and Viggo used the distraction to throw me up and over, sending me crashing into a full-length mirror.

      I shook my head, flinging off shards of reflective glass. I managed to look up just in time to see Viggo on his feet again charging at me, face twisted into a rictus of loathing and fury.

      Without thinking, I bounded onto the wall and ran straight up, onto the ceiling.

      Viggo came to a halt, staring at me in disbelief. “How did you—an evenfall? Evenfall can’t—”

      As if I’d let him finish. I’d had enough of his talking. I launched myself down on top of him again. He recovered quickly, though, and grabbed me, swinging me around in a circle and throwing me like an Olympic discus down the hall.

      My head thumped with rage. Pushing myself up on my elbows, I readied myself for another charge—when a dark blur body-checked Viggo from one side, and together the two went crashing through a wall.

      “What the—”

      I leapt to my feet and dashed through the hole they’d made. In an elegant but unlit conference room, the two men lobbed punches at one another like a pair of boxers: Viggo... and Sebastian.

      But how?

      My confusion was temporarily forgotten as Sebastian clocked Viggo right in his handsome face, laying the vampire out across the conference room table. Viggo rolled just in time to dodge Sebastian’s two-fisted hammer blow and jumped to his feet right on the table to fall on Sebastian with a snarl.

      They fell to the floor and rolled. Sebastian ended up on top, raining blows down on Viggo over and over, until the vampire managed to hit him in the stomach, doubling him over. Viggo took the opportunity and flung Sebastian aside, then lunged to attack again. I darted in and seized the back of his neck before he could.

      “How in the nine circles of hell are you doing this?” he shouted as he spun around, breaking my grip, and grabbing me by the throat instead. He lifted me several inches off the ground as I kicked and beat at him. His eyes flared a bright, ruby red, a light all their own in the dark, like crimson reflectors. “Evenfall are weak! You’re puerile little insects compared to us! You don’t climb walls and leap across rooms like true vampires! Usurper!”

      I swung one foot straight up and kicked him in the jaw. He dropped me, a sound of total, inhuman outrage escaping him. I had just enough time to register him coming at me again, when—purely by reflex—I felt myself shimmer into a billion diffuse points of freezing air. His fist blew harmlessly through me. Mist. I’d turned into mist!

      The second I realized it, I snapped back into solid form, sidestepping Viggo’s forward momentum. Acting on instinct, I seized him by the shoulders, and before I could grasp what I was doing, I plunged my fangs into his throat.

      If Sebastian’s blood had been Fireball whiskey, Viggo’s was like goddamn cocaine. It hit me so hard and fast, if my heart had been beating it would have slammed to a stop. Wild strength exploded through my body—all at once I was motherfucking King Kong in a five-foot-two package. The intensity forced me to break away, and with an Amazonian shriek I picked up Viggo in one hand and slammed him down so hard on the table that it broke in half.

      “How’s that for a dolly, bitch?” I screamed.

      Viggo bounced back to his feet. His entire visage changed: no longer a handsome, beguiling man, he became a dark, monstrous sort of beast. His face became that of an enormous bat, his ears elongating into wide, pointed things, and he practically doubled in size. His limbs seemed too long, too bony, but corded with lean, steely muscle all the same. The smell of incense and dried spices, heavily laden with the sharp, hot hint of cinnamon, made me think of old tombs and Egyptian mummies, long-dead things buried under parched, lifeless sand. Underneath those scents, the stench of death lay like an open sewer.

      He swung at me, striking me in the face hard enough to knock my head to one side.

      Sebastian sprang on him, throwing him into a momentary stumble, but Viggo recovered quickly and threw the detective aside with a vigorous shake. I clobbered him with a fist to the chin, and he came back with a swipe of claws that ripped the lower half of my blouse to shreds and left four blazing, bleeding tracks across my stomach.

      As I tried to evade his next swing, Viggo grabbed my wrist. He yanked me to him, spinning me around and wrenching my arm up into a painful, perilous position.

      “I’ve had enough of you, mongrel.” His voice had become a beastly, guttural rasp. “You and your witless detective. I should have killed you as soon as I sensed you playing invisible girl in the streets and left your eviscerated body in an alley for the rats!”

      A heavy click, loud in the space of breath after his rage, brought Viggo to an abrupt stop.

      “I’d let the girl go,” came Quin’s voice in a low, slow drawl. “Before you find yourself with a .38 bullet blessed by my good friend Father Westbrook right between your eyes.”

      “Listen to him, Viggo,” Carmilla’s voice joined in. “There’s been quite enough damage to the resort already. I’d rather not leave them with the brains of an undead street thug painting the wall.”

      Viggo growled in my ear. He didn’t loosen his grip on me, but seemed to be calculating his chances, weighing the options before he made a move.

      Then he jerked my twisted arm, and I screamed as it broke with an ugly snap. Quinn fired the gun—the bullet whizzed past me and sent up a spray of dust and drywall as it left a blackened hole just below the conference room digital display. The bat-thing had already moved, leaping straight up onto the ceiling, and with something between a scream and a horrible, Jurassic roar, it flung itself through one of the room’s huge windows into the night. The sound of great wings beat in the air, and Viggo was gone.

      I clutched my broken arm to my chest with a furious groan. “Ugh, that motherfucking, taint-licking ass pimple!”

      “Goodness!” Carmilla was at my side, inspecting the twisted limb. “Please, darling, I get enough of that vulgarity from Ji-Huyn. Don’t you pick up the habit, too!”

      “You see what he did to my arm?” I demanded.

      “It should heal in a matter of moments,” she assured me. “I’m so proud of you, sweet Kate! You handled yourself marvelously against that brute. I’m sorry we didn’t arrive sooner. His grunts have kept us busy all over the property. Thank heavens you’re all right!”

      “Sebastian...” I muttered, trying to look over my shoulder. Shrill, stinging pain shot through my collarbone and down my arm as I did.

      “I’m fine,” came his voice from somewhere on my right. “Gonna be sore for a while, I think, but I’ll live.”

      “How?” I demanded. As he joined me and Carmilla, one arm wrapped around his middle, I put a hand on his chest. The wound on his neck—so much like the wound I’d had on mine the night we met—still looked messy and raw, but it bled no more, and the edges had already started to scab over.

      “Sebastian, I saw him drain you... I saw you dead... on the floor...”

      Quin appeared, holding up the flask I’d seen him drink from so often. “I managed to slip him a little pick-me-up. Put the bounce back in his step just in time.”

      I stared at him. “That’s—the stuff you’ve been drinking all this—”

      Slipping the flask back in his pocket, he winked at me. “I told you, Katie. There are very few bartenders of my particular caliber in the world.”

      “About that.” Sebastian scrubbed at his mouth, as if the taste of Quin’s concoction still lingered, and didn’t sit particularly well with him. “Am I going to turn into something like you all? A half-vampire or a ghoul or something?”

      “We’ll have to discuss the particular ramifications later,” Carmilla said. “Right now, you two and the others must get back to headquarters. The police are on their way, and it’s going to take every shred of my considerable talent to convince them this was a gang incident. I can’t have fatally wounded men and girls with broken arms miraculously stitching themselves together while I’m doing so.”

      “But—” Sebastian protested.

      “Go,” she insisted. “There will be time for explanations later.”
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      “All right, folks!” Kate’s cowboy friend said as he slipped behind the bar. “Who’s drinking what?”

      The others called out their orders as they spread out to find seats among the tables, sofas, and bar stools. Homebrew concoctions I’d never heard of. Kate and I hung back in awkward silence, and it surprised me how stiff and uneasy she seemed to be.

      “Come, come, you two!” The redhead—Brigid—waved us over, gesturing at a cozy-looking loveseat. Kate and I glanced at each other, the two most awkward kids at the party. Did we even want to sit together? Was there a reason to? Because Brigid got it into her head we were a couple?

      “Come on,” Kate finally murmured to me, and we parked ourselves on the couch as instructed. After a shy, uncomfortable moment, Kate shifted, moving to sit on the arm of the sofa instead of the intended cushion.

      Thorgi wasted no time at all hopping onto my lap, shaking like a brittle leaf. People made him excited, and when he got this excited, he got nervous, too. I patted his head, and judiciously turned his head aside when he caught sight of the ferret on Brigid’s shoulder.

      “Here you go, love,” Brigid cooed as she placed a tall, skinny glass, the kind used to serve Long Island Ice Teas, in Kate’s hand. Judging by the ruby-red color of the drink, I didn’t think it was tea. Before I could ask, though, Brigid placed a regular kitchen glass in my own hand, chirping, “Drink up, drink up!”

      “Whoa.” I held the glass out. “Not before someone tells me what the hell I’m drinking.”

      It wasn’t red, at least. My drink was clear and faintly turquoise in color, as though someone had poured in a dollop of Triple Action Mop & Glo.

      “It’s a restorative tonic,” the man named Quin spoke up as he poured spirits into a shaker and mixed up the next cocktail. “You did take a little walk on the other side tonight detective. You need iron, vitamin C, and a little dash of my own proprietary mix-ins so you don’t wake up dead from shock.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Wake up dead...”

      “Just drink it,” Kate muttered, and chugged down her own drink with unsettling ease.

      “I feel the need to point out there could be some serious legal issues if the lot of you are mixing up cocktails using actual human blood,” I warned.

      “No human,” said the man Kate had introduced as Brian. “All legally obtained animal plasma, detective, I assure you.”

      He sipped at his own drink, which appeared to be a foamy, brick-red beer in a pilsner glass. I closed my eyes, urging myself to stop thinking about it.

      “This is crazy.” I kneaded my temple, feeling like I was spinning closer and closer to falling straight off the edge of a cliff. “Everything, all of this... it’s crazy.”

      “I’m afraid crazy is the new normal for you now, Detective.”

      I looked up to see the ringleader of the operation, Carmilla Summers, step out of the elevator and sweep into the lounge. Despite her elegant step and the classy way she slipped her silver wrap from her shoulders, she looked weary. Tina, the girl who had helped Kate fend off the thug under the pier, hurried to Carmilla’s side to take the wrap and fold it, laying it across the back of one of the chairs.

      Carmilla sat primly on the plush sofa that was a twin to mine and Kate’s, stationed across from us. Her penetrating stare zeroed in on us, and immediately my feelings of discomfort skyrocketed off the charts.

      “I want to thank you both,” she said in a voice so soft, it was disarming. “If you hadn’t deduced Viggo’s plans and come to Pelican Hill to stop him...”

      She paused, bringing a hand to her mouth, and shook her head. “Honestly, I can’t even bear to think what would have happened. There were people in that hall—survivors of domestic abuse, elderly in need of homes—who’ve been through such trauma already. If Viggo and his goons had managed to pull off their plan...”

      “But they didn’t,” Tina reassured her.

      “I need to know exactly what is going on here,” I said. “I need to know what your connections are to that... that monster guy, and to the warehouse murders, and what I’m going to tell my boss when I go back in to work tomorrow morning.”

      “You’ll tell him precisely nothing.” Carmilla sat up straighter, putting her shoulders back as though preparing for a fight. “You can’t, detective. I’m sure I don’t have to explain what sort of reception you’ll receive if you try and tell them the truth?”

      I scowled, aggravated to my core. I’d already sussed that part out myself, but I couldn’t do nothing.

      “There are families who want closure,” I said in a low tone. “Citizens who want to know there’s not some psycho slasher out loose on the streets at night.”

      “Unfortunately,” Carmilla intoned, “there is.”

      Quin came out from behind the bar to hand Carmilla what appeared to be a cup of tea. She thanked him with a simple gesture, fingers gently brushing his, before she turned her attention back to me.

      “The fact is, Detective, those families won’t get the closure they seek. The residents of Newport can’t be assured of their safety at night. I know you’d very much like to put restless minds at ease. The simple truth is you can’t.”

      “Well, tell me, at least,” I insisted. Kate rested a hand on my shoulder, giving me a soft squeeze.

      Carmilla held up a hand.

      “Much of the story, you know by now. Our dear Kate here became involved with a group—a cult, if you will—of vampire fanatics who had deluded themselves into believing in benevolent, beautiful, and cuddly versions of the night children. Lovers of legends like Lestat and romantic fascinations like Edward Cullen. The truth, as you’ve now discovered, is that vampires have no interest in romancing or enriching human prey. The Chantry of Selene invited the bloodsucker we now know as Viggo into their circle, and he repaid them with a terrifying, bloody end.”

      Gesturing at Kate, she explained, “Only a rare twist of fate spared Kate from true death. She is now reborn, for better or worse, as one of my kind. The evenfall: somewhere between human and vampire.”

      “You all drink blood.” I waved a hand at the glasses in their hands and the bar where their weirdo bartender worked his magic. “Why should I believe you’re not as dangerous to humans as Viggo? Why shouldn’t I go round up some of my own good friends and come back here during the day to stake you in your sleep?”

      “I don’t believe you are the kind of man to do such a thing,” Carmilla said in a soft voice. Her tone, and her weary, but genuine gaze, took the wind right from my sails, and my bluff fell flat. No, I wouldn’t be that kind of man. Not after what I’d seen tonight.

      “Okay,” I muttered. “But... what happened to me, back there?”

      “You nearly died,” Brigid replied.

      I waved her off. “I know that. I mean, that monster ripped open my throat. Why aren’t I lying alongside all his other victims in the city morgue? What did Quin give me?”

      “That’s a bit of a trade secret, my friend,” Quin drawled, taking his flask from the inner pocket of his jacket and giving it a shake. “But I’ll tell you this much: I’ve been studying the ins and outs of ancient alchemy since before your granddaddy was out of his diapers. Got some friends in low places to supply a few of the more unusual components that give the elixir of ambrosia its unique kick.”

      “Ambrosia,” I mused. “So does that make me immortal?”

      He gave a jovial bark of a laugh. “Hell no, partner. I’m good at what I do, but I can’t brew up eternal life. It kept you going and stitched up that wound. If you get hit by a bus or shot by some thug in the next, oh, maybe forty-eight hours, you’d probably shrug it off and have to make some pretty awkward explanations to emergency medical personnel, but after that, you’ll be pretty much the way you always were.”

      “A little hint,” Kate said, rubbing at the place on her neck where Viggo had slashed it open. “Deflect, deny, and in a pinch, just insist you don’t have any idea what they’re talking about.”

      “Right,” I muttered at her. “I knew you were bullshitting me from the start.”

      “Not completely,” she said, her voice trailing off in a mysterious manner.

      “Fine.” I scooted Thorgi off my lap and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “So, what now?”

      “Now?” Carmilla shrugged and sipped her tea. “I suppose that is up to you, Detective. You can’t very well tell anyone about the coven of not-quite-vampires you’ve discovered, or you’ll be labeled a madman. Discharged from the force as mentally unfit. So, as I see it, you either go about your life accepting this knowledge and maybe working with us to fend off villains like Viggo. Or...”

      Her teacup came down on its saucer with a tiny clink. “Or I can purge all of this from your mind. You will forget everything about Kate, about us. About Viggo. And you’ll be stuck investigating a murder for which you will never find any satisfying explanation. It can be done, of course. There are cold cases abounded in forgotten police files, going back years. This will simply be one more.”

      I glanced at Kate. She looked back at me, her gaze troubled. Even without saying anything, she seemed to tell me Don’t forget. I don’t want to face this alone. Please stay.

      I didn’t want to forget, either. I wouldn’t cast aside the knowledge of the last few days, even if I couldn’t do anything to bring the warehouse killer to justice. If I walked away from this knowledge, I’d go mad trying to make sense of things that couldn’t make sense, and even if Carmilla said I’d forget Kate... I didn’t believe I could.

      I touched Kate’s hand, still gazing at her, even as I told Carmilla, “No mind fuckery. I’ll deal with this with eyes wide open.”

      She sounded pleased as she replied, “That’s exactly what I’d hoped you’d say.”

      Setting her teacup on the low table between the two sofas, she stood.

      “It will be useful to have a contact on the police force. I hope you won’t mind if I call you up for a little chat now and again?”

      “Now wait, I didn’t mean—”

      “And of course,” she continued, unfazed by my interruption, “I’m sure we’ll find ways in which to help you, as well. There are benefits, certainly, to having friends on the... other side.”

      I opened my mouth to retort, but thought better of it, and said nothing. I hated to admit it, but she was probably right.

      “For now, I hope you will excuse me.” Gathering up her folded wrap, she inclined her head in a little nod. “It has been a very long night, and there is much for us to digest. You are welcome to stay the day if you like, Detective, though of course, we shall all be taken with the day sleep.”

      “Think I’ll hang around.” I threw another quick glance at Kate. “Lots to process here.”

      “Of course. Kate can show you to your accommodations.”

      With that, she made her exit, leaving the rest of us to finish our drinks. The others trickled out one by one, until Kate and I were left alone with Quin, who busied himself silently organizing the bar.

      “You okay with all this?” Kate asked in a gentle voice.

      “Not really. But I’m as okay as I’m gonna be. And more okay than I’d be if she pulled some psychic brain erase on me.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the official, scientific term.” She made an attempt at a humorous smile. “What about us?”

      “What about us?” I sighed, petting Thorgi’s head. He wriggled back into my lap with a quiet doggy murmur, hind end wagging companionably.

      “Kate, I know a lot’s happened in just a very short time here, and things between us... honestly went too far. Whether it comes to light or not, I slept with a witness in a serious investigation, and you said yourself, you came to me out of a need to take control. We’re not exactly prime candidates for The Newlywed Game.”

      She looked crestfallen. Looking away from me, she muttered, “I get it. I am a monster, after all.”

      I stuck out my hand. She stared at me, puzzled, until I nodded and waved my fingers in a beckoning motion. Still giving me the befuddled side-eye, she reached out and took it.

      “How do you do, Miss?” I asked. “I’m Detective Sebastian Stone. And you are?”

      She hesitated, one eyebrow raised, before tentatively answering, “Kate. Kate Ramirez.”

      “If you don’t mind, Ms. Ramirez, I’d like to ask you a couple of questions.”

      Her lips quirked into an uncertain smile. “Okay?”

      “First, would you like to go out to dinner with me tomorrow night? I know this really great place in Costa Mesa. You could get your steak especially rare if you like.”

      Kate actually giggled. “Why, that sounds wonderful, Detective. And your second question?”

      I gestured down at my torn, bloodied, rumpled clothes. “Could I maybe use your shower?”

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Carmilla

        

      

    

    
      A knock at my door signaled Quincey’s arrival, a little after five in the morning.

      “Come in,” I called, never taking my eyes from the mirror as I removed my earrings and set them carefully in their place in my jewelry box.

      “Long night, eh, darlin’?” he said as he entered, quietly sliding the door shut behind him.

      “Indeed.” I sighed, staring at his reflection in the glass. The room around him, lit only by a single bedside lamp, looked spacious and empty in the mirror. I, of course, did not appear, and would not, no matter how urgently I wished to each time I sat before it.

      “Here, now.” Quin came to stand behind me, helping me to remove my necklace, which he hung from its appointed hook in the jewelry box without having to be told. He knew my habits and every corner of my habitat, committing them to a memory older than the city around us. When I took the time to think about my own life and desires, sometimes I feared he’d grow bored of me. He’d followed me across whole nations, and four iterations of the Brides of Carpathia Agency. Yet he was not like us.

      One day, he might crave the life he’d left behind.

      “Why so serious?” he asked. Gentle hands slipped the bobby pins from my hair and let it fall, and he combed his fingers through the red tresses with a look of contentment on his face. It looked so strange in the mirror—fingers running through nothing.

      “Even after centuries, I’ve never been able to manage reflections,” I murmured. “Curse my vanity, but it gets me every time.”

      “Don’t think about it.” He bent to plant a kiss on my head. “You ever want to know how perfectly ravishing you are, you just ask. I’ll compose epic poems in dedication to your beauty.”

      Turning toward him, I gave a delicate snort of laughter. “You? A poet?”

      “I have plenty of talents I am ready and willing to demonstrate for your happiness, my sweet.”

      That crooked smile. So warm. So wonderfully tender. I touched his hand, and he squeezed my fingers before bending down to kiss my lips. His alluring, masculine aroma stirred a warm adoration inside me.

      “I’m concerned,” I admitted as our lips parted. Shifting toward the mirror again, I started stripping off the long opera gloves I’d worn to the resort. “The vampire who murdered Kate—her sire—is much more than I would have expected in a Newport Beach thug of a bloodsucker.”

      “Mm-hm,” Quin agreed, helping me unzip my bodice. “Yeah, I got that, too. Something old world about him, something...”

      “Strong.” Laying the gloves in the vanity drawer alongside their many pairs of neighbors, I stroked my chin. “And Kate’s surge of power when she drank his blood... dearest, I knew we brides could become much stronger and even show some temporary advanced abilities, if we drink the blood of humans, but I never expected that. It’s only the fleeting nature of the abilities, and the cosmic cost in blood rage, that’s had me insisting on temperance all this time.”

      I laid a finger thoughtfully to my lips, then shook my head. “Murdering humans for a small, temporary boosts in power simply isn’t worthwhile, is it? Or have I misled my girls all this time?”

      “Speaking from the point of view of the prey,” he quipped, “I’m firmly on the side of not murdering humans.”

      I glanced up at him over my shoulder, smiling, and lifted a hand to stroke his jaw. “Ah, my sweet Quincey. You are so kind to me.”

      “Well, don’t mistake my meaning there, darlin’.” He too my hand and kissed it. “I take no issue with your occasional love bites.”

      I broke into a peal of laughter. “You incorrigible flirt, you.”

      “Mm-hm.”

      His hands drifted down to my shoulders, kneading away the tension of the previous night. I relaxed into his touch with a longing sigh, closing my eyes. We sat in silence for several moments, enjoying the peace and calm of the last sleepy hours before sunrise.

      “What’s in the gift box?” Quin finally asked, stirring me from my reverie.

      “The what?”

      I sat up straight, glancing back and forth. Quin pointed at the bouquet of flowers and the thank-you card I’d received from the board at the benefits dinner. A small, giftwrapped package lay nestled between the lush blooms, almost the size of a ring box.

      “I hadn’t noticed that,” I admitted, leaning forward to pluck it from its place. “No one said anything about a gift. I hope it wasn’t too dear.”

      “Open it up,” he urged.

      I slipped the royal purple ribbon loose and carefully unwrapped the tiny package. Glittery paper fell away to reveal exactly what I’d expected: a soft container meant to hold earrings or a pendant. When I jostled it lightly, though, the sound of the item within rattled, loose, and lighter than most pieces of jewelry.

      I opened the box and quirked an eyebrow.

      “Let me see,” said Quin. I turned the box to show him an old, rusted metal spool, dangling part of an old, dried black ribbon. He wrinkled his nose, mouth screwing up at one corner.

      “The hell is that?”

      “It’s a typewriter ribbon,” I explained. “Or part of one, at least. Vintage, I dare say.”

      I plucked the spool from the box and held it up to the light, drawing the ribbon out. The remains of the keystrokes were very faint, and extremely difficult to discern. Narrowing my eyes, I frowned.

      ...6 Ju...hitby. I am anxio...

      A cold, dark sense of dread pooled in my stomach. My hands began to tremble, and I nearly dropped the spool before Quin took it from me, setting it on the vanity, and clasped my hands in his.

      “Carm? What’s wrong, darlin’?”

      “It’s from an old journal,” I told him. I had to sit down again, and as I did, he took a knee before me, still holding my hands in his big, warm grasp. “An old journal. From... from an old life. Whitby, 1893.”

      He blinked, his expression turning puzzled. He knew the significance of the place and time, but—like me—he couldn’t parse the circumstances which brought this relic of the past to us in the here and now.

      “There are very few people who would know what this item would mean to me,” I whispered.

      “And even fewer who could have gotten their hands on it,” he agreed. “What does it mean?”

      I didn’t have an answer for him. I didn’t think anything could shake me anymore, not after so many long, difficult years of unlife. This, though, could shake apart the very foundations of everything I’d built. For myself... for the BCA...

      For her.

      “It means...”

      I stared past him, into the shadows of the room and the shadows of an old, bloody history. A history I’d give anything to escape.

      “It means the Brides of Carpathia are about to meet their true enemy. The only enemy that ever really mattered.”

      The Son of the Dragon.
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        They say hate is stronger than love.

        I’d agree.
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        They say hate is stronger than love. I’d agree.

      

        

      
        Odis and Denver have always done whatever they could to make my life hell, and I never could let it go. Now they’re going to be my stepbrothers, but that doesn’t mean anything to me. Nothing could stop me from hating them, or so I think… 
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      I place the Red Bull in the cup holder and grab the wheel with both hands. It’s taken me nearly eight hours to arrive back in the place where it all started. Auburn Falls. When I left here, I never planned to return. Not for anyone or anything, or so I thought.

      When the bullying got so bad I didn’t want to go to school at all, I decided to move to Florida and live with my dad for my senior year. It was the best decision of my life. No one even knew about my stutter problem there. I grew out of it with the help of extensive therapy by the end of middle school. I thought people would stop making fun of me in high school, but they didn’t. If anything, it only got worse.

      Florida was my safe haven. People were nice, and I actually had friends. If it wasn’t for my mother, I would never leave. My mom has been visiting me monthly, but I knew eventually I would have to come and see her.

      Every memory of this place leaves a bitter taste in my mouth—the bullying, the hate. If I think about it long enough, I can still hear them cackling and feel the food landing against my clothes as I walked by.

      It started in kindergarten when kids realized I was different. I talked differently, took longer to finish a sentence. I was outcast almost immediately and never got invited back in. I was different, standing out instead of blending in, so my peers mocked me and laughed at every mistake I made. Luckily, I’ve been able to get it under control.

      Shaking away the thoughts, I almost miss the turn for the road. Jesus. I need to stay in the present and not allow myself to drift back to that dark place just because I’ve returned to this hellhole. As I drive down the long tree-lined driveway, I wonder just what kind of trouble my mother has gotten herself into. As I round the corner, a huge mansion-like house sits upon a hill off in the distance. My tongue swells in my mouth.

      This cannot possibly be the house she is living in. She told me a few weeks ago that she was moving in with her boyfriend—a man she has only been dating for two months. There was never any mention of him being a millionaire.

      As I pull up to the house, I pass a small fountain with an angel squirting water out of its mouth. There are three other expensive-looking vehicles parked in front of the four-car garage, as well as my mother’s.

      I’m obviously at the right house, but it seems like I shouldn’t be. Putting the car in park, I ignore the small voice at the back of my mind, telling me to turn around and drive back home. How bad can it be? Dinner with my mom and her new boyfriend?

      I almost laugh at the sudden anxiety I feel. I don’t know much about him. Richard is my mom’s age and apparently makes her happy. I’ve never been interested in more info, and my mom didn’t offer to tell me. Now, I suddenly wish I would have asked.

      Why am I so nervous? It’s just my mother and her boyfriend. There’s nothing to be worried about. In a few weeks, I’ll be back living with my father, and all of this will be a distant memory. Flipping the mirror down from the visor, I doctor up my lip gloss and smooth down my frazzled blonde hair. This is what I get for spending all day in a car.

      With my heart beating out of my chest, I open the car door and step out. The heat of the summer sticks to the back of my neck as I close the door.

      I look down at my outfit. I decided to wear something modest but feminine because, as much as I hated to admit it, I wanted to impress my mother’s new boyfriend. She spoke highly of him, and knowing that he made her happy was icing on the cake.

      Running my hands down the front of my summer dress, I trudge toward the mammoth mahogany wood door. Exhaling all the air out of my lungs, I lift my hand, readying myself to knock when the door suddenly opens, and my heart jumps out of my chest.

      “Mom!” I gasp, more out of shock than fear. “I was just getting ready to knock.” My mother’s blond hair is sleek like always, but she is wearing a good amount of makeup, and a tight red dress that shows off her figure. Yes, she is older than fifty, but she certainly doesn’t look it.

      “Gemma, baby.” My mom latches onto my arm and gently pulls me inside. Voices—three, all male—carry into the entranceway.

      She said it was just going to be Richard and us, unless…

      “Mom, who else is here?” I growl, my own anxiousness festering. The thought of anyone from around here also being in this house makes me want to tuck tail and book it to the car. I think back on all the cars in the driveway. I had assumed they were Richard’s, but obviously, I was wrong.

      “Come sit, dinner is almost ready.” She ignores my question and tugs me into the dining room, which is right around the corner. As soon as my eyes land on the three men sitting at the huge table, I almost make a run for the front door.

      This feels like a trap. No, it doesn’t feel like one, it is one.

      My mother leans into my side. There is a smile plastered on her face, but out of the corner of her mouth, she whispers, “Sorry.”

      Somehow, I doubt that. She knew if she told me that they or anyone from here was coming that I would’ve stayed back with Dad, hiding out in my room all summer, reading romance novels, while I waited for the days to pass before I could go off to college.

      Nonetheless, there were better things I could be doing than entertaining these cocky assholes.

      Richard stands and introduces himself before he pulls a chair out for me. I can now see where the brothers get their good looks—silky brown hair and melted chocolate-brown eyes. Richard is merely an older version of the two of them. As much as I don’t want to, I force myself to take the seat across from the two guys who made my life hell in middle school and pretended like I didn’t exist in high school. Odis and Denver Montgomery.

      “So, you remember my sons?” Richard asks, clearly unaware or uncaring of the jerks his sons were to me. “You went to school together, right?”

      “Yes.” I nod, not trusting myself to say a lot without stuttering the words. I rarely stutter anymore. Only when my emotions get the better of me, and right now, I’m angry as fuck. My mother will be lucky if I come and visit her again, not after this stunt.

      “I told you to warn her that we were going to be here.” Odis grins and reaches for his drink.

      Is this a fucking joke to him? I wouldn’t be surprised. He never took anything seriously.

      “I thought a surprise would be better,” my mom says, her voice so high-pitched it betrays her smile. “You know, Odis and Denver grew up to be some fine young men.”

      Richard clears his throat, looking between my mother and me with worry. “Gemma, my boys tell me you guys weren’t friends in high school, but that’s okay. Maybe that can change now that the stress of high school isn’t in the way?”

      “Of course.” I force a smile and grit my teeth together.

      I’ll just forget how the entire school tormented me. I’ll just forget how mean they were to me in middle school.

      I’ll forget all the bad and pretend it never existed. Sounds like a smart plan. The anger inside me pulses with its own heartbeat, and suddenly I’m dragged back in time.

      The teacher gets closer with each student he calls on. My stomach knots to the point of pain. Soon, he’ll call on me, and the whole class will laugh… it’s what always happens.

      The skin of my cheeks burn, a flush creeping across my face.

      “Gemma. Will you please read the next paragraph?” Mr. Castle asks. The classroom is pin-drop quiet, and I can feel sweat forming against my palms.

      My vision blurs as I look over the words, barely finding the spot where we left off.

      Even though they’re not fully laughing, I can hear the bubbles of laughter escaping the lips of the students around me. Shielding my face behind my hair, I swallow down the humiliation that will soon follow.

      “Gemma.” Mr. Castle’s voice is laced with annoyance.

      “T-t-tomor-r-r-row w-w-will…” No matter how much I try and focus on speaking clearly, I just can’t get the words to come out. All I hear is the laughter of the kids behind me.

      “Come on, Mr. Castle. Call on someone else. We all know Gemma is s-s-s-l-l-loow.” Noah, one of my bullies, stutters the last word, mocking me.

      How I don’t know, but my cheeks burn hotter.

      “Yeah… s-s-slo-o-ow so slow-w-w-w…” Odis joins in, and I can feel the tears forming at the back of my eyes.

      I will not cry. Not in front of these jerks. They will not get that satisfaction from me.

      “Quiet!” Mr. Castle yells, his voice booming over the class. Once the class quietens, he says with a softer tone, “Gemma, please finish.”

      I forced myself to finish that day, just like I would today. Neither of them would get the last laugh. I was stronger now. If they planned to bully someone, it wasn’t going to be me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          

      

    

    







            Odis

          

        

      

    

    
      Her bright gray eyes glimmer with hate as she glares at me. Her gaze flickers to my brother, holding the same intensity. She clearly hates our guts, and I don’t blame her. A small part of me feels remorseful toward her.

      We were grade A assholes to her, but again that’s her own fault. We tried to play nice, and she made a fool of me in front of the whole school.

      Being an asshole is kind of my thing. It’s in my DNA, but in this instance, it might become a problem because I really want to fuck Gemma. I always thought she was pretty, especially when she tried everything to stay unnoticed. She used to wear baggy clothes and never did her hair or makeup like the other girls. When she left, I was pissed, but there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it. She thought we didn’t notice her, but we did.

      Now, after a year away, she is something else. She’s come into herself. Her modest but sexy summer dress hugs her curves, showing off her perky tits and narrow waist. I take in the little temptress in front of me, and all I can think of are ways to get that dress off her.

      A sudden jab in the ribs knocks the thought out of my head.

      “Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to,” Denver murmurs next to me as he adjusts in his chair.

      He clearly caught me staring at Gemma, and he knows exactly what I’m thinking because he is thinking the same.

      We’ve always liked her, which was one of the reasons we ignored her in high school. Feeling like we were even, I was done tormenting her by the end of freshman year, but we couldn’t be her friend after that. Being friends with a girl isn’t possible when your dick gets hard every time you see her.

      Denver and I never went for the same girl. As brothers, it was and still is our number one rule. We’ve always been close, and we won’t let anyone come between us.

      Especially not a woman. Except for the first time, I’m actually thinking about breaking that rule.

      “Your mom tells me you’re going back to Florida for college?” My dad questions Gemma.

      “Yes, that’s right.” She keeps her answers short, not offering any more than she has to. It’s kind of odd to hear her talk without a stutter, but as her mom told us earlier, she went through extensive speech therapy to treat it.

      “She’s always loved the beach,” Linda, Gemma’s mom, beams. “I’m so proud of her. She even volunteers at the local animal rescue in her free time.”

      “That’s impressive. So, you must like living with your dad since you decided to stay there permanently?”

      “Yes, Richard.” Gemma nods, looking around the room like she is trying to avoid looking at me. That bothers me more than I care to acknowledge. I want her attention. I want her glaring at me with those sexy eyes.

      “How is the weather down there?” My father follows up his question, and I almost roll my eyes. Is he seriously asking about the weather?

      “It’s sunny,” she quips.

      “I bet you look banging in a bikini,” I say before I can stop myself.

      “Odis,” my dad scolds, and Denver chuckles beside me.

      Gemma’s eyes are back on me, shining even brighter than before. She is fierce but no match for me.

      Linda gets up from. “I’m going to check on dinner. I hope you all are hungry because I made a feast,” she says nervously before disappearing into the kitchen.

      A few moments later, she returns with the roast she made and sets it on the table. My dad gets up and helps her grab the sides until the table is fully decked out, with enough to feed ten people. She wasn’t lying. She really did make a feast.

      “This smells lovely, Linda,” my father coos.

      Everyone starts filling their plates and eating in uncomfortable silence. Every time I look over at Gemma, she is cutting the meat on her plate, probably imagining slicing into my leg instead. Her feistiness turns me on. Knowing that she hates me only makes me want her more. It’s stupid, but an attraction I can’t deny. I want her, and I don’t think I’ll be satisfied until I have her on her back, against the wall… fuck, my cock is getting hard. I need to stop thinking about fucking her and eat my food.

      The silence becomes a little less suffocating as time passes. I try not to look at Gemma, but I can’t seem to tear my eyes away from her. Everything about her is sexy—the way she glares at me, the way her tits bounce a little when she roughly stabs the broccoli, the way her lips close around the fork, and even the way her jaw moves as she chews.

      How can chewing be sexy? I don’t fucking know, but she makes it happen.

      “So…” Linda starts, apparently having enough of the silence. “Denver and Odis, what college are you planning on attending?”

      “Columbia,” I start to explain.

      Gemma snorts, interrupting my sentence. She is giving me a disbelieving look like we only got in because of money. She isn’t wrong. Money helped, but we aren’t fucking stupid. We worked hard for our grades.

      “Oh, that’s amazing.” Linda smiles, genuinely excited for us.

      “We already bought an apartment there from the money we made last summer.” I grin, wiping that smug look off Gemma’s face. “Dad let us work in his company, giving us a few smaller contracts.”

      “We ended up hitting big on one and made two million in profit,” Denver continues, leaning back in his chair and stretching his arms above his head.

      “Oh, wow! Congratulations. Your father said you were doing well but not that well.” Linda laughs, and again, it’s genuine.

      I was a little worried about her being a gold digger or something, but seeing the way she is, that thought has fled my mind. She looks at my dad with what I can only describe as adoration. Linda cooks and does everything else for my dad, and she clearly does so with joy. She wants to take care of him, spoil him and make him happy in any way she can. She loves him, and because of that, we’ve come to appreciate and value her.

      However, Gemma still doesn’t look impressed. She frowns and wrinkles her nose at us like we’re beneath her. I actually wouldn’t mind being beneath her… or on top. Either one would work.

      “I’m going to get the dishes and put the pie in the oven,” Linda announces and gets up from the chair.

      “I’ll help.” Gemma rushes to her feet, stacking hers, her mother’s, and my father’s plates before grabbing them from the table. She leaves the room like she can’t get away quick enough.

      Grabbing Denver’s plate, I stack it on mine and pick up both.

      “What are you doing?” Denver asks.

      “Helping with the dishes, obviously.” I head toward the kitchen before anyone can stop me.

      As soon as Linda sees me enter the kitchen, she smiles. “I’ll go and powder my nose really quick.” She leaves the dishes on the counter and rushes out of the room, giving me a moment alone with Gemma.

      Gemma has her back turned to me as she rinses off the plates in the sink, and I don’t mind taking a good look at her perfectly shaped ass while I have the chance.

      “Hey, Gem,” I say, coming up behind her.

      “Go away,” she growls at me.

      “Why? I’m just trying to catch up.”

      “I hate you,” she sneers.

      There is a venom in her voice that speaks volumes. It’s almost like she actually hates me. But in order for her to hate me, I would’ve had to do something, and last I checked, it was she who embarrassed me.

      “Can we just forget middle school and start over again? Our parents seem to really like each other, and we were just kids. Kids make dumb choices sometimes. Come on, Gemma.” I reach for her, but before my fingers touch her shoulder, she spins around and shoves at my chest with both hands.

      I’m so surprised, I stumble back.

      “I hate you!” she repeats, hitting my chest with her small fists one more time before shoving past me. Confused, I stand in the kitchen until I can stop the blood from rushing to my cock. Fuck, that was so hot. I can still feel the heat of her fists against my chest.

      I’m shocked by her behavior. She’s always been so quiet and shy. I guess a year away has turned her into a new person. Like an angry little kitten, she attacked me, and all I can think of is her attacking me in bed, naked, running her sharp claws across my back, making me bleed for all the bad I’ve done to her.
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            Gemma

          

        

      

    

    
      The fucking nerve of this guy! Who does he think he is?

      His words ring in my ears… “Can we just forget middle school and start over again?” Like it wasn’t a big deal at all. As if I could just forget how much he bullied me right along with everyone else.

      Fucking asshole.

      I march back out into the dining room and take my spot at the table. Richard is leaning back in his chair, drinking his bourbon casually, unbeknownst to him that I want to murder both of his sons.

      Denver smirks at me from across the table, and I’ve never been more tempted to hit someone than I am right now. A moment later, Odis reappears with plates and silverware, adding insult to injury as he slides into his seat almost effortlessly, smiling as if he liked me shoving him away. Is it too late to run out the door?

      As if my mother can sense my distress, she comes walking out of the kitchen with a pie dish. “What is dinner without dessert?” She smiles nervously as she sets the pie on the table. Something is up with her.

      “Banana cream?” Richard sighs with delight. “My favorite.”

      My mother’s face lights up with joy, and I feel the need to vomit in the corner. It’s bad enough that I’m stuck with these assholes. I don’t need to see my mom and Richard get all mushy with each other.

      “Everything I make is your favorite,” she replies and starts cutting the pie. She places a big slice and a fork on one plate before handing it to Richard. Another slice is cut and handed to me, which I take even though I don’t want to.

      I grab the fork and poke at one of the bananas with it, imagining it as Odis’ head.

      “Richard and I have something we want to tell you all.” My mother’s voice wobbles, and when I look up, her eyes dart away from me and back to Richard as if she is pleading with him to say what she is about to.

      “Go ahead, honey. Tell them the news!” Richard exclaims with half of his mouth full of pie.

      My hand shakes, and my worry intensifies when my mother looks back at me but doesn’t make eye contact. Oh, god. I know that look.

      “Richard proposed to me last night, and next month we will be getting married.”

      Denver spits his drink across the table, narrowly missing me. At the same time, I drop the fork onto my plate. The clatter of it is so loud in my ears that, for a moment, it’s all I can hear. Odis is staring at his father like he wants to stab him, his brown eyes wide.

      Of course, my mother forces a smile, trying to smooth out all the imperfections in the room with one look. She’s been that way forever, striving to make others happy even in place of her own happiness. It’s why I haven’t said anything yet. I’m a bit shocked. I want her to be happy, and clearly, Richard does that for her, but the thought of being related to Odis and Denver, my archnemeses, yeah, I’m not crazy about it. The brothers pull themselves together a bit quicker than I and start to poke fun almost immediately.

      “You hear that, Gemma. We’re going to be siblings,” Odis teases, his eyes twinkling with mischief. I can only imagine what kind of thoughts he’s conjuring up in his head.

      Someone kill me now.

      “Stepsiblings,” I correct him.

      My mother continues cutting the pie. “We want all of you to celebrate at the ceremony with us.”

      “Oh, we would love to attend the wedding,” Odis coos. “And we can’t wait to celebrate with Gemma. We’ve never had a sister.”

      I can feel Odis staring at me, his eyes like a branding iron moving over my skin. Even as gorgeous-looking as he is with his chocolate-brown eyes, silky hair that I could run my fingers through, and that jaw that’s sharp enough to cut glass…

      Oh, god, I need to stop myself now because, even with all those things, all I can manage to see is the way he treated me all those years ago.

      I might be attracted to both of them physically, but emotionally and mentally, I don’t think I could ever forget the things that either of them did to me. Being half-related to them through marriage isn’t going to help matters.

      “Gemma,” my mother calls, and I force myself to look up from the plate of uneaten pie. Two emerald orbs plead with me to understand. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to spring this on you. I know this seems fast, but Richard and I aren’t the youngest anymore. We just don’t want to waste any time. We want you all to be happy for us.”

      “I’m happy,” my voice cracks, “for you and Richard, I mean.” I ignore the heated stares of my soon-to-be stepbrothers. I need to get out of this room, put some distance between them and me. “I’m just tired. The drive was exhausting.”

      “Of course, if you would rather go lie down, I can wrap up the pie for you.”

      Is she giving me an out?

      “That would be great, Mom.” I force a smile onto my lips.

      “I can show you upstairs.” Odis shoves out of his chair.

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t need any help, thank you.”

      “Are you sure?” Odis mocks. “You don’t even know what room you’re going to be in.”  Like I care. I don’t need his help. I’ll figure it out on my own.

      “Goodnight, and congratulations,” I say before shoving out of my chair. I do my best to stop myself from stomping out of the dining room like a five-year-old.

      Odis is right behind me, moving like a shadow. He has a lot of nerve, a-lot-of-fucking-nerve.

      I make a beeline for the stairs, my strappy heels slapping against the floor and bouncing off the walls. This entire house is outrageous with the high ceilings, crown molding, marble flooring, and the damn water fountain out front.

      Who has a damn water fountain in front of their house?

      I don’t get a chance to remedy that thought because as soon as I turn the corner and start walking down the hall, I’m grabbed from behind. I’m not completely shocked since I knew he was there all along, following me, but I still let out a small gasp when he shoves me against the wall and cages me in with his body, the hard planes of his body pressed against mine.

      His scent invades my senses—cinnamon and cardamom—a spicy, intoxicating scent. I’m taken aback, knocked off my axis for a millisecond when he leans in, brushes his nose against mine, and presses his lips to mine.

      The kiss is like jumping into the deep end of the pool and realizing a second too late that you don’t know how to swim. Exhilarating, but a mistake, nonetheless.

      Raw heat blazes across my lips where our skin touches and flames of fire ignite in my core. Out of nowhere, reality comes barging in, and I’m reminded of just who it is I’m kissing, or more to the point, who is kissing me.

      Lifting my hands, I press them to his chest and give him a hard shove backward.

      Then I raise a hand and slap him across the face, the sting of the hit radiating across my palm. I welcome the pain. It’s a reminder that I’m alive and that I shouldn’t give in to these assholes. They made my life hell once before, and just because they’re older and hotter doesn’t mean that I can forget the bad things they did.

      That’s not how I am. I can’t forgive and forget.

      I stomp off, turning to the first door I find, hoping and praying it is the right one. I can’t stand to be around anyone right now, and definitely not kissed, least of all by my bully.
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      My head just peeks out above the last steps when I hear the loud slap echo through the hallway. I grin as I climb the last few steps and watch as Gemma spins around and stomps into her room, leaving Odis standing in the hallway alone.

      I walk up behind him and slap the back of his head.

      “What the fuck?” He rubs his head and turns to face me. There is a red handprint on his cheek, and my smile turns into a full-on belly laugh.

      “You’re such an idiot.” I shake my head at him. “You really think she is going to be that easy? She hates your guts.”

      “Why? She can’t possibly hold a grudge because I teased her a little when we were kids.” He shrugs.

      “Wow, you really are a moron. A self-absorbed moron at that. Apart from the fact that you are oblivious to what Gemma actually went through at school, did you forget our rule?”

      “I didn’t forget. I chose to ignore it,” he replies, unashamed.

      “Well, I guess that means you don’t mind if I try to get in her pants as well?”

      Odis looks at me for a moment like he wants to shove me down the stairs but then forces a smile instead. “Sure, go for it. Out of curiosity, how are you going to manage that? She hates you just as much.”

      “Simple. I’ll find something she wants, and I’ll give it to her.”

      Odis snorts. “Good luck with that.”

      He turns away from me and makes his way to his room. I wait until he is inside, so he doesn’t know what I’m doing next. On light feet, I head toward Gemma’s door. Without knocking, I twist the knob. As expected, I find it locked.

      I reach up and run my fingers along the top of the doorframe until I find the small wire key. It’s hilarious that she thinks a wooden door is going to protect her. I unlock the door with ease and let myself into the room, which I find empty.

      The sound of the shower running in the attached bathroom meets my ears.

      Perfect. Taking off my shoes, I flop down on the bed and wait for the goddess in the other room to finish her shower.

      Seconds tick by, and with each passing one, I get more excited, my dick harder. By the time the shower turns off, my cock is so hard it’s throwing a two-person tent in my slacks.

      The door opens, and steam billows out into the bedroom. Gemma steps out with a towel wrapped around her slender body and another one securing her hair.

      It takes her about two seconds to spot me on the bed. Her gray eyes go wide, and her hands come up to clutch her towel like she is worried I’m going to rip it off her body. To my surprise, she doesn’t scream or run back into the bathroom. Instead, she stands there and stares at me with her mouth hanging open.

      “W-what the fuck?” she growls at me, slightly stuttering the first word.

      “You’re so cute when you’re mad.” I grin.

      “Out!” she orders, pointing at the door.

      “No.” I shake my head and grin when I see her looking down at my crotch.

      Her face reddens with anger, and she stomps her foot on the floor in the most adorable way. I can’t help but smile, which only makes her more furious. She stomps over to the bed.

      Keeping her grip on the towel with one hand, she grabs my arms with the other and tries to pull me off the bed.

      “Out!” she repeats, tugging on my arm as hard as she can.

      Of course, I don’t move an inch. She grunts in frustration and lets go of my arm. She is about to walk away when I grab her wrist and pull her onto the bed with me.

      She shrieks as she falls on top of me. Before she can even try to get up, I roll us over, so she is trapped between the mattress and my body.

      Her chest heaves, and her hands press against my chest. She lost the towel on her head completely, and her wet hair is spread out on the pillow like a golden halo. The towel around her torso came undone as well, and part of her perky tits is peeking out.

      “Get off!” she demands, shoving at my chest.

      Shaking my head, I wedge my leg between hers and pry her thighs apart. Her body tenses even more as I settle into her spread legs, and my hard cock rubs against her bare center.

      “I know you’re angry, and you have every right to be, but things have changed. We’re more mature now, and I want you. So let me show you. Let me make it up to you.”

      “No—”

      I cut her off with a kiss. Pressing my lips against hers with bruising force, I pin her to the mattress, so there is no escape.

      She makes a sound of protest and bucks beneath me, but I simply rock against her, letting my hard cock rub against her hot pussy.

      I can feel her resolve crumbling, her body going soft, her lips twitching like she wants to kiss me back. And then she does. Tentatively, her lips move against mine before they part just the slightest bit. Using the invitation, I dip my tongue into her hot mouth, imagining my cock dipping into her tight cunt instead.

      One minute, she is pushing me away, and the next, she can’t get close enough. Her hold on the towel loosens, and she grabs a fistful of my shirt, pulling me closer. A possessive growl rumbles in my chest, and I need her, need whatever part of her she is willing to give me.

      Snaking a hand beneath her towel, I press against her, wishing my cock was free of my tight slacks. She parts her thighs, and I move in, tracing the contours of her pretty pussy.

      Pulling back so I can see her face, I slip between her folds and draw small circles against her clit. Her head falls back against the pillows, showing off her throat, and I’m tempted to mark her there. I want her to be reminded of who is in control, who owns her body.

      A moan slips past her pink lips, and I’m captivated, trapped by her beauty and the sounds coming out of her mouth. Wanting and needing to hear more, I move my finger faster, and her pants grow louder.

      Her gray eyes are like two deep wells, and I peer into them, getting lost in the beauty I find there.

      “What do you want the most? Tell me what you want, and I’ll give it to you.” I say, my breaths coming out in pants as well. I didn’t plan to get so wrapped up in her. I wanted to find something to use against her, a form of blackmail, but it seems I’ve gotten myself into something else altogether.

      “Denver…” she whimpers, bucking her hips off the mattress. She is vulnerable and perfect. So fucking perfect, I bet she doesn’t even know she is.

      Keeping the pressure on her clit, I slip a finger into her tight cunt. Pure need fills my nuts. Fuck me, she is so fucking tight. I wonder if my cock would even fit without hurting her.

      Even though I want to rut into her like a damn animal, I force myself to maintain slow, shallow thrusts while rubbing her clit a little faster.

      “What do you want, beautiful?” I growl once more, knowing that she is close. Her movements are jerky, her entire body on the verge of exploding.

      Her pink lips form the perfect O, and then, like a strung bow, every muscle on her body tightens, and she bares down on my single digit, squeezing me in a way that makes my cock extremely envious. It takes everything in me to pull back, letting my finger slip out of her cunt. I want her so badly.

      Every driving force inside me screams to claim her, but I can’t. Not without Odis. He wants her just as badly, and I’m not going to ruin this for him, for us. I can’t let her get between us, and the only way that’s not going to happen is if we both have her.

      On unsteady feet, I stumble backward ’til I hit the wall. Gemma pulls the blanket over her naked body like she is suddenly shy.

      She watches me as the fog of lust lifts from her gaze. Anger and confusion flash in her eyes. At least it isn’t full of hate anymore. Baby steps. She doesn’t say anything, but I can tell she wants to. I slip out of the room, closing the door quietly behind me before she can say a word.

      I don’t know what the fuck just happened, but I want Gemma more now than I ever have. I just have to find a way for her to see we’ve wanted her all along.
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      A dream. It must have been a dream. That’s the only logical explanation for what happened last night. I don’t know why I let him kiss me or make me come. I’ve spent all night telling myself it was loneliness that had me giving in to temptation but deep down, I know that’s a lie.

      He made me feel… special, like he only had eyes for me. There was something in the way he kissed me, touched me that made me feel like he had been wanting to do it forever.

      I shake the thoughts away, refusing to let them take up any more of my time. I pull on a pair of shorts and a T-shirt that reads Anti-Social as Fuck. Giggling to myself on how fitting it is, I exit my bedroom and hope that neither of the brothers is up yet.

      That hope is shattered when a door opens down the hall, and Odis comes strolling out in nothing but a pair of boxers. There is no denying he is a fine specimen of a man. His six-pack abs are on full display, each muscle looking to be carved from stone. Someone so menacing should not be allowed to look so gorgeous.

      His hair is a disheveled mess, and sleep still clings to his eyes. He seems a bit surprised to see me in the hallway, but as soon as he notices me, a grin appears on his face.

      “Fancy seeing you here.” He winks, and I stop staring at him, completely unimpressed.

      “I’m sure you think you’re so smooth—” I start but then stop mid-sentence. Did Denver tell him what happened last night? Oh, god, he probably did. I could kick myself for giving in to him, for letting it happen, and worse, enjoying it. I want to come up with a snarky remark, but nothing I say to him is going to faze him anyway.

      “What were you going to say? I’m so smooth, and what?” Odis taunts, taking a step toward me. A tiny little shiver runs up my spine, and for one brief second, I wonder what it would be like to let him do what his brother did to me last night. He wouldn’t be as gentle, no, but it would be exactly what I need right now.

      Stupid, Gemma. Stupid.

      Pressing my lips together, I trudge forward and bump my shoulder against his, ignoring the spark of electricity that ripples through me. He is nothing but a player, not to mention a bully on top of it. Doing anything with him would lead to not only heartache but so much worse. I’m finally feeling better about myself, and I’m not going to let my hormones dictate what happens next. Descending the stairs, the smell of coffee and something sweet permeates the air.

      I touch the bottom step and walk into the kitchen to find Denver has already made a pot of coffee, and that sweet smell is pancakes.

      All I can do is stare at him in awe. It takes me a full second to remember that I still hate him. I have to keep reminding myself of this, reminding myself that even if they are different now, they weren’t like this in the past.

      This isn’t who they are. It’s a trap; it has to be. They just want to get one last laugh in while they can.

      “Where are my mother and Richard?” I ask while taking a seat at the island.

      Denver grabs a cup of coffee and places it down on the counter in front of me. “Oh, they left to meet with the wedding planner.”

      A bitter tang fills my mouth. I wish she had told me she wasn’t going to be here this morning. She probably didn’t because she knew I wouldn’t like her leaving me here with my soon-to-be stepbrothers.

      “You’re more than welcome to hang out with me today.” Denver winks. “I just planned on chilling out by the pool.”

      I open my mouth to respond, to tell him no, but don’t get the chance as Odis comes traipsing down the stairs. He walks into the kitchen and heads straight for the fridge, and pulls open the doors. Pulling out a bottle of orange juice, he twists the cap off and drinks right out of the container. Eww.

      Turning to face us, he wipes his mouth with his arm. “Some of the guys from school are on their way over. They want to play a little ball and take a dip in the pool.”

      Odis is looking at me as he speaks, but his words aren’t directed at me. They’re for Denver because no way in hell am I going to have anything to do with a social gathering with people from my old school.

      Denver places a plate with a fork on it in front of me and turns to face his brother. “Are you sure Gemma is going to want to hang out with everyone?”

      Odis shrugs. “Do you want to sit by the pool, or are you going to act stuck up?”

      I grit my teeth and grab my plate, along with my coffee. Nope, not dealing with this shit. I left for a reason, and if I knew it wouldn’t break my mother’s heart, I would be gone right now too. I can’t do that to her, though.

      “Don’t worry about me,” I tell them both as they face-off, glaring at each other with unsaid words. I don’t have the patience, nor do I have the effort to put into trying to figure them out. I’d rather be in my bedroom, hidden away from the people that made my life hell.

      “Gemma, wait,” Denver calls as I move and start toward the stairs. I don’t stop. If anything, I move faster, jogging back up to my bedroom. When I reach the door, I walk in, close the door, and lock it. I know it’s pointless since Denver proved a locked door won’t stop him.

      I put the plate of uneaten pancakes on the nightstand. I’ve lost my appetite now that I know a bunch of guys from my old high school are coming over. What if Odis and Denver invite them in? What if they decide to have a party? Oh, god. My stomach starts to churn. I might just puke if I continue to think about this.

      Setting the coffee down, I get out my phone and my headphones and lie down on the bed. I turn on some music and force myself to pay attention to the lyrics and not my surroundings. Everything is okay. I’m okay.
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      After I’ve calmed down, I manage to eat my breakfast and drink my coffee. I switch to an audiobook and lie down, letting Teddy Hamilton serenade me. After a while, I grow bored, and curiosity gets the best of me. Removing my headphones, I hear a commotion outside.

      I shouldn’t care what the brothers are doing. I shouldn’t care about anything that has to do with them, but I can’t stop my feet from carrying me over to the window. Of course, I would be graced with the bedroom closest to the pool.

      Pulling the curtain back, I peer into the pool and see three guys swimming, one of whom is Odis. I’m not sure where Denver is, but I let the curtain fall closed and tell myself not to worry about what they’re doing. Who cares if the water looks nice? I’m on my way back to the bed when a knock sounds against the door.

      I freeze and look at the heavy wooden door. Who could it be? Tiptoeing over to the door, I unlock it and pull it open just enough to pop my head outside. Denver’s smug face comes into view, and I almost pull my head back into the room and slam the door.

      However, the remorseful look in his eyes has me stopping in my tracks.

      “I just wanted to come up and see if you wanted to come out by the pool. No one will say anything to you or bother you.”

      “As tempting as it may be, I’d rather just stay up here and read my book.” I point back to the bed where I left my phone.

      Disappointment flashes in his eyes. “I guess, but it’s nice out, and I figured you would want to come out. You don’t even have to hang out with us.”

      “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      Denver doesn’t say anything but shakes his head. He turns around and walks down the stairs, and a stupid pang of guilt fills my chest. I don’t have to feel bad, but for some reason, I do. As I close the door, I think about it more—how I have nothing to hide and no reason to stay in this room all day long. I believe Denver when he says no one will mess with me.

      Last night made me see a different side of him. Finding my bag, I dig into my clothes and pull out my swimsuit. It’s a two-piece bikini with sunflowers on it. I walk out into the hall once I have it on, feeling a little self-conscious.

      Deep breaths.

      I remind myself that everything is going to be okay and grab a towel from the bathroom before heading out to the pool. Slowly, I walk outside, where I hear laughter and the splashing of water. It doesn’t take but a second to notice the two other guys here are Justin and Jackson, a pair of identical twins that have been friends with Odis and Denver since grade school. They both give me a once-over, but their stares don’t compare to the heated look Odis gives me. His hair is wet, slicked back, and his eyes look like melted chocolate. Beads of water glisten on his tan skin. My mouth waters, and I freeze mid-step.

      His gaze is hotter than the sun, holding me in place.

      “You decided to come out after all,” Denver says from behind me, his voice pulling me from the trance his brother’s stare put me in.

      I clear my throat. “Yeah, it’s so nice out, and I could use some sun.” I gesture to my pasty white skin. Even being in Florida for the last year, I never tanned.

      I feel Justin’s eyes on me—or are they Jackson’s? I never spent much time trying to figure out the differences between them. My insides freeze up for a second, and I might as well be right back in school with them.

      Only a few things have changed. I’m not that girl anymore. Instead of ducking my head and hoping my hair will make me invisible or something, I glare at him. “What are you looking at?”

      His mouth falls open before snapping shut. “Uh, sorry. You, um… you look nice.” His brother laughs and splashes him, and suddenly they’re having a water fight and not bugging me anymore.

      I look nice. Right. I’m sure that’s what he was thinking. A glance at Odis tells me he’s trying not to laugh, and Denver is suddenly interested in the clouds overhead. What is it with these people?

      I have as much right to be out here as they do, so I settle myself into a chair with the towel under me for comfort. “What, you’re not going in?” Odis asks.

      I shake my head, lying back with my eyes closed. Looking at him is too dangerous. It’s like I lose control of my brain or something. “No, thanks. I’m happy to lay out.”

      “Come on. That’s no fun.” I raise my head to find Denver grinning my way. There’s a look in his eyes that tells me he’s thinking about last night, and I don’t know if I like that or hate it.

      “Yeah, we could do chicken fights.” Justin/Jackson dunks his brother, and the two of them tussle. Who do they think they’re impressing?

      “Isn’t it better with more than one girl?” I ask, propping myself up on my elbows and flinching when I get splashed. The water does feel good, but I don’t trust the four of them to not do something stupid once I’m in there. “Unless one of you wants their brother on their shoulders.”

      “No, thanks.” Odis snickers. “I don’t want Denver—”

      “We’re here!”

      I swear to God. There I was, actually starting to loosen up a little, if not enough to get in the pool. I was at least able to talk to these guys without my tongue feeling like it’s too big for my mouth. Maybe things could’ve gone okay.

      Now? There’s no fucking chance. I’m going to throw up. Of all people to show their face, why did it have to be the girl who hurt me worse than anybody in school? Chelsey took pleasure in humiliating me every chance she got.

      And now she’s here.

      “What are you doing here?” There’s cold irritation in Odis’s voice when he calls out across the yard. The girls came in through the gate in the fence, bypassing the house.

      The twins exchange a look. “We told them we were all hanging out here,” one of them admits. Odis looks like he wants to smack them both upside the head. It makes sense. I heard the breakup between him and the absolute bitch sashaying her way across the patio was as ugly as her black, rotted soul.

      Everything comes back all at once. I don’t smell chlorine anymore. Now, I’m in the girls’ bathroom at school, cornered by the sinks with no way to escape. I’m in the cafeteria, getting fries and dirty napkins thrown at me as I walk past her table with my tray in my shaking hands. I’m getting shoved against the lockers as she and her coven of bitches walk past.

      Those bitches are with her now. Of course, they are. They always travel in a pack, and she’s always walking in front.

      Now, she stops, ignoring the way the guys roll their eyes and glare at her. “Wait. Are you kidding me? What’s she doing here?” The way she sounds, she could be talking about a rodent.

      “Funny. I was going to ask you the same thing.” Denver looks like he could spit nails as he gets out of the pool and walks over to where she’s standing in front of me. “You weren’t invited.”

      “What, and she was?” She looks me up and down with a smirk.

      “She actually belongs here,” Odis calls out.

      “Why? Did you hire her as your maid or something?” Her laughter is cold as she swings her ridiculously blonde hair over her shoulder. No way the color is natural, just like everything else that’s fake about her.

      I want to tell her to fuck off—no, I need to. For the first time since the engagement was announced, I want to shout it from the rooftops that my mom’s marrying their dad, and yes, I belong here in a way she never will.

      Instead, it’s Denver who answers. “After next weekend, she’ll be our stepsister.”

      All of this is worth it just to watch her mouth fall open. The two sniveling little bitches behind her do the same. “Wait. What?” Her head snaps around, and she lifts her sunglasses, narrowing her eyes at me. “Your mom is marrying their dad?”

      “Yeah. One big happy family.” Odis says, only it doesn’t sound like he believes that right now. He sounds murderous. I wouldn’t want him sounding that way when he talks to me.

      I wait to see what she’ll do, and she doesn’t disappoint. Her laughter is vicious, sending a cold chill down my spine. I would know that laugh anywhere. It’s burned in my memory. “I guess it makes sense for your mom to be as trashy as you.”

      “Watch it.” Denver folds his arms across his chest, positioning himself between us. I haven’t moved from my chair and don’t intend to. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

      Her expression softens. “Come on,” she coos. “You don’t see what a gold digger she is? They both are. Trash like them don’t belong with people like us. It’s pathetic. They have to learn their place.”

      I’m going to bite my tongue off if this keeps going on. Don’t give her the satisfaction. Don’t stoop to her level.

      “Did you hear me?” She cranes her neck to look around Denver. “Your mom is a gold-digging whore with trash for a daughter.”

      “Would you shut the fuck up already?” Odis snarls.

      “Yeah, shut up,” one of the twins agrees. “You’re acting like a bitch.”

      Yes, and it’s making her crazy that she can’t get a reaction out of me. Her face twists into an ugly expression while I wonder if I’m hearing things. Did the guys just stick up for me? Nobody has ever done that, especially not when Chelsey was involved. Even the other girls look surprised, and one of them might even be a little embarrassed.

      Not Chelsey, though. “I’m getting a drink.” She stomps off with her flip-flops slapping against the patio like gunshots. The girls hurry after her, because of course, they would, but not before one of them shoots me a grimace. I really don’t care. If she feels sorry, she should say something—and maybe start rethinking who she spends her time with.

      Denver turns to me, and his expression is dark, angry. “Don’t listen to her.” He then turns and dives back into the deep end.

      “Yeah, she needs to go,” Odis agrees. He’s staring daggers at the house where Chelsey and her pack have disappeared. I would remind them they live here, that this is their house, and they should throw her out if that’s how they feel, but I know I’d stutter if I tried to talk, and I won’t let them hear me do that. I only lie back again, trembling inside. They can’t hurt you. Nobody can hurt you with words. I wish I believed that.

      Chelsey’s nails-on-a-chalkboard voice rings out again, and I tense up all over. “It’s so hot out here, I thought we could all use a drink.” She saunters out with a pitcher of something red. Kool-Aid, maybe. I close my eyes and decide to pretend she’s not here.

      “I’m not thirsty.” That’s Odis, speaking in a flat voice that sounds more dangerous than ever.

      “You say that now.” She giggles. I hear her flip-flops coming closer. “But you don’t want to get dehydrated in this heat.”

      That’s when it happens. What I should’ve known would happen.

      One second, I’m lying in the sun.

      The next, a pitcher of ice-cold Kool-Aid pours over me like a red waterfall. The icy liquid hits my heated skin, shocking my system and drawing a scream from my lungs. I sit up, stunned, as Chelsey jumps back with a high-pitched, “Whoops!”
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      What a fucking bitch. Rage ripples through my body as I lift myself out of the pool. Denver is right behind me, and I hear him curse under his breath.

      I can’t believe Chelsey did this. I walk across the deck, my hands turning into fists, itching to punch something. Chelsey better be glad I don’t hit girls.

      Gemma climbs out of her chair with her head bowed. Red fruit punch drips from her hair and down her body while Chelsey and her friends cackle like a coven of witches.

      “Time to leave,” Denver orders from behind me.

      “Are you serious?” Chelsey’s high-pitched voice makes my ears hurt, and I seriously wonder how I ever found her attractive.

      “Very,” Denver growls. “Let’s go! Everyone leave!” He starts to usher the girls out while I head for Gemma.

      I hear the guys get out of the pool, but my focus is on Gemma. Just then, she raises her head, and I catch a glimpse of her eyes as she wipes wet strings of hair from her face. The pain reflecting back at me feels like a sucker punch to the chest.

      Denver was right. I was a self-absorbed asshole. I was so busy ignoring her that I didn’t realize how badly hurt she really was, how miserable she must have been.

      “Hey—”

      “Don’t even,” she cuts me off, probably thinking I’m going to make fun of her.

      She grabs her towel and phone, ready to escape, but I step in her way.

      “Don’t leave. Just come in the pool with me.” I snatch her wrist and take her phone from her hand, dropping it back onto the table.

      “No thanks. I’ve had enough fun with you guys. Just admit that this was a setup!”

      “It wasn’t. I didn’t know Chelsey was gonna do this. I didn’t even invite her. She just tagged along with some of the guys.”

      “Sure. I believe you,” she says sarcastically, still trying to pull away from me.

      I tug her closer to the pool. “Come on, let’s just jump in together.”

      “No!” She screams loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear.

      I know she is angry, but if I let her go now, she’ll just go to her room and hide out there for the rest of the day. She’ll hate us even more. I need to fix this now. Show her that I’m serious.

      Instead of letting her go, I lean down and pick her up. She shrieks, but her arms come around my neck as soon as she is off the ground. Her warm body is sticky against my chest, but I couldn’t care less. My cock stirs in my swimming trunks, having her so close.

      “P-put me d-down!” she yells, getting even more furious.

      “Nope.” I step to the edge of the pool, ready to jump into the deep end. “Hold your breath.”

      “If your dad listens to women like you do, no wonder your mom left you,” she spits out. “I hope he learned his lesson.”

      That, I didn’t expect. I knew she could fight dirty, but that was the sort of low blow even I would never deliver. There are certain subjects that are off-limits.

      “Mommy? Where are you going? Can I come?” I look at the bags sitting by the front door. She’s going someplace, like a vacation, but she didn’t pack my stuff.

      She crouches in front of me and puts her hands on my shoulders. Her perfume is always the same and always makes me think of her. When I smell it, I feel safe.

      “No, baby, you can’t come with me.” She pulls me in for a hug so tight it almost hurts. Her brown hair is like a cloud around me, and it smells like her perfume, too. “I’m sorry.”

      “But where are you going? When are you coming back? I need you to help me with my art project, remember?” She promised to help me find pictures in her magazines to make a collage.

      “I know.” She kisses my forehead, and I see the tears in her eyes when she pulls back. Denver is next to me, and she kisses him, too. “I love you both, okay? Don’t forget that.” Then she stands up and turns around, going to the door. There’s a car outside, and a man comes in to take her bags to the trunk.

      “But when are you coming back? Why can’t we come?” Denver sounds like he’s going to cry as we follow her to the door.

      “Because you just can’t, okay? I’m sorry. I really am.” She looks up the stairs, and there’s something in her face I never saw before. Daddy’s up there in his room, I think. “I can’t do this anymore.”

      “Do what?” Denver asks, but I think I know. She can’t be our mommy anymore. She’s not going to come back.

      Once she walks outside and shuts the door, all that’s left is the smell of her perfume.

      Her words cut deep, deeper than I like to admit, and for a moment, I forget her pain and anger while mine is rushing to the surface. She must see the rage in my eyes because she pulls her arms from my neck as if my touch suddenly burns her.

      “Put me down,” she murmurs, her voice lower and more timid now.

      “Fine!” I tell her, before throwing her into the pool. She yelps in surprise. Her hand reaches for me, trying to grab me, but I turn around before I even hear the splash of the water.

      I stomp away, not wanting to be close when her head breaks the surface, and she undoubtedly starts screaming at me again. Walking across the large deck, I anticipate her voice reaching me any second now, but all I hear is splashing around. By the time I reach the back door, the yard has gone eerily quiet.

      My anger simmers down and is replaced by confusion, which quickly turns into worry. I spin around and look at the pool. From where I stand, I don’t see anything. She must be fucking with me.

      “It’s not funny, Gemma. Stop playing around!” Dread pools in my stomach when she still doesn’t answer. Dread turns into bone-crushing fear when I see her head briefly come up, pure terror written all over her face. Her arms are flailing out, splashing the water around her before she goes under again.

      Fuck!

      I’ve never moved so fast in my life, yet still, it doesn’t seem fast enough. I’m across the deck and in the pool in two seconds. As soon as I’m underwater, I open my eyes. She is frantically trying to swim but can’t keep herself afloat. Her hair is floating around the water like silk covering her face. I reach for her and get a hold of her wrist, pulling her close to me. She is panicking and struggles against my hold at first.

      I push her to the surface, and she sucks in a shaky breath. I try to keep her above the water, but it’s difficult with all four of her limbs thrashing around in panic. A moment later, she realizes that I’m here, and she grabs onto me.

      Her arms and legs wrap around my body tightly, her face buried in the crook of my neck where her panicked sobs fill my ear. I keep kicking my legs and move my arms to keep us above the water.

      “What she fuck?” Denver’s voice booms across the backyard as he comes running toward us.

      I paddle us to the edge just when he gets there too. Grabbing onto the ladder with one hand, I wrap my free arm around Gemma. She is clinging onto me so tightly I find it hard to breathe. Her whole body is stiff, and she is silent besides the small sobs that rack her body.

      “What happened?” Denver asks, reaching for Gemma’s shoulder. “Gemma?” His voice is gentle, but she doesn’t respond.

      Denver’s eyes find mine, questioning me with his gaze, and the pit in my stomach only gets deeper and deeper. I don’t know what to tell him. I fucked up, just like I always do.

      “I-I c-can’t swim,” Gemma stutters. Her words are barely audible against my skin.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I whisper against her wet hair, trying to calm her down. I am sorry, more than sorry. Fuck, she almost drowned, and that would have been my fault. The thought weighs heavy on my chest, and I already know this is something I will never forget, never forgive myself for.

      “Come, let’s get you out and dry,” Denver coos, rubbing her shoulders. I’ve never heard him talk to anyone besides me like this—calm and caring. I always thought that was a side of him only reserved for me. He’s never cared about anyone else like this.

      She lifts her head slightly and looks around us. As soon as she realizes where she is, she releases me and reaches for the ladder.

      There is a distinct ache in my chest as I watch Denver grab her and pull her out of the pool. It’s not the fact that Denver is touching her, it’s knowing that I lost her before I ever had her.

      She pushes Denver away the moment she is on her feet and tries to get away.

      “Wait, don’t run off,” Denver pleads, but Gemma just shakes her head and wraps her arms around herself.

      “I’m fine,” she utters, sounding anything but fine as she rushes into the house.

      I’m ready to go after her, not wanting her to be alone, but Denver steps in front of me.

      “Give her a minute. Tell me what the fuck happened during the two seconds I was gone,” my brother orders, his tone angry and menacing.

      “I didn’t know she couldn’t swim. She lived at the fucking beach. How could she not know how to swim?”

      Denver’s eyes grow darker, and his nostrils flare. “That doesn’t explain what happened.”

      “I threw her in, okay? I was angry, and I threw her into the pool. I didn’t know!” I turn my head away from Denver, unable to hold his accusing gaze any longer. “I know I fucked up.”

      After a moment, my brother sighs deeply before placing his hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go fix it then.”

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. We walk back into the house together, following the wet tracks Gemma left behind. Just as expected, she went straight to her room. We walk upstairs and stop in front of her door.

      I can already hear her crying. The sound is like another stab to the chest. I briefly think about knocking but dismiss it, knowing she will just send us away. I grab the knob and try to turn it, but all it does is rattle in my hold.

      “It’s locked,” I point out the obvious, “Gemma, open the door.”

      “Go away.”

      “Gemma,” Denver tries. “Open up. We just want to talk.”

      Silence.

      “Great. What now?” I look over at Denver, who is rolling his eyes at me.

      “You’re such an amateur.” He shakes his head and reaches for something on top of the doorframe. When I see the small silver key in his hand, things fall into place.

      Of course. How could I forget the key?
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      Ignoring Odis and Denver’s knocking, I curl up in a tight ball in the center of my bed and tuck the cover over my head. Everything is soaking wet, and I don’t care. I hope the sheets are ruined. I hope they have to throw out these stupidly soft sheets.

      Tears roll down the side of my face. Sadness overcomes me as I try to forget today ever happened. I want to be back in Florida where people actually like me, where I don’t have to worry about getting drenched in Kool-Aid or getting thrown into a pool.

      Anger surges back to the surface when I hear the lock click. Fuck, I forgot Denver has a key. The door opens, but I don’t move. I simply tighten the grip on the cover.

      I hear the door close again. Someone is moving around in the room, and then I feel the bed dip. First on one side, then the other.

      “Hey.” Denver’s voice is low and calming. I almost answer him but press my lips into a tight line instead. I feel his hand on my back. His touch is warm even through the blanket, and for a moment, I concentrate on that alone.

      “You’re shaking, and your bed is wet,” Denver says. “Let’s get you dry and warm.”

      I didn’t even realize I was shaking until he mentioned it. I want to protest, but I am freezing cold. It’s hot outside, but the air conditioning is blasting inside, and the aftershock from almost drowning doesn’t help. So when he reaches under the covers to undo the string of my bikini top, I let him.

      Odis moves on the other side of me, and a moment later, I feel his hands slip under the covers. He feels for my bikini bottoms, and when he finds them, he starts to pull them down my legs.

      When I’m naked under the blanket, Odis slides his arms underneath my body and picks me off the bed.

      “Take her to my room,” Denver orders, and Odis starts to move. I keep my eyes closed, letting them take care of me. I know I shouldn’t trust them, but somehow, I feel like I can, at least in this moment.

      Odis lays me down on a soft mattress, and someone starts to pull the blanket off my body. My eyes fly open, and I’m about to yell at him, but Denver is already hovering above me with a new blanket. While Odis pulls the wet one away, Denver covers me with a dry one.

      I stare at him in disbelief as he tucks me into his bed—literally tucks me in until I’m tightly wrapped up like a cocoon.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I really didn’t. But I was so comfortable and felt, well, secure, thanks to the way Denver tucked me in.

      The light outside is dimmer now, telling me some time has passed. It’s probably mid-afternoon, if not later. At least I’m alone. I don’t think I could’ve handled it if either of them had stuck around, or God forbid, gotten into bed with me.

      There’s even a fresh T-shirt and shorts laid out on Denver’s desk chair, waiting for me. For an inconsiderate bastard, he does think of everything when he feels like it.

      I wish I could get a read on either of them. How can they be such complete dickheads one minute, then treat me like I’m some precious thing the next—Tucking me in, making sure I’m not shivering in a wet bathing suit, changing out my blanket for a dry one? What kind of mind game are they trying to play?

      I have way too much on my mind to devote an ounce of effort to working out the puzzle that is the Montgomery brothers. All I know is, I can’t stay here. Not just in Denver’s room but in this house. Not when I can never tell what they’re going to do next. Not when they’re friends with all the people who made my life a living hell and seem intent on continuing the torture now.

      No way is Chelsey going to stop screwing with me now that I embarrassed her in front of her ex, not to mention some of the hottest and most popular guys in school. That’s how she’ll see it, too. I just know it is. I’ll be the bad guy, and she’ll be the victim, and this will be more reason than ever to make me wish I’d never been born.

      I’m not a kid anymore. I’m in control of my life, and I decide where I want to be. It’ll mean missing the wedding, but so be it. Frankly, I could stand to miss the event of the year since it’ll mean being linked to Denver and Odis for the rest of my life—or until they get divorced. Though considering the way Mom and Richard look at each other, I don’t know if that’ll happen.

      It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. I’m getting out of here while I still can. I’m going back to Florida, where I can forget about all of this and be my own person again. Tiptoeing down the hall, I keep an ear out for any noise downstairs. I don’t hear Mom or Richard, so I guess they’re still out. Small miracles.

      My bags are in my closet, and I pull them out and drag them to the bed before opening them. This will be easier if I can do it fast. No, I don’t want to hurt my mother, but I have to think about myself, my safety, hell, my sanity. I’ll talk it all out with her on the phone while I’m on my way south. She’ll understand when I lay everything out bare. I know she will.

      Though I would sooner swallow glass than tell her anything about the weird sexual thing going on between her daughter and soon-to-be stepsons, I don’t want to kill her or anything. I don’t want to acknowledge it, either. When I think about it, I’m more convinced than ever that this is the right thing to do. The only thing.

      I load up one bag with socks, underwear, shoes, and toiletries before starting in on the rest of my clothes. I pick up my phone to check the weather and see if any storms heading up the coast, just in case, while going back to the closet for everything hanging in there.

      I notice I have a new email. I open it without thinking but don’t actually take a look at it until I’ve dropped an armload of dresses and shirts on the bed.

      It’s from the bursar’s office at school.

      And it’s enough to make my legs go out from under me. I plop down on the floor, staring at the message. I must’ve read it wrong. No way is this happening.

      We’re sorry to inform you that due to an unfortunate round of cutbacks, we are forced to withdraw your scholarship.

      No. No fucking way. But the thing is, the words don’t change no matter how many times I read them or how much I want them to. I don’t have a scholarship anymore.

      Which means I can’t possibly afford to go to college.

      I don’t realize I’m crying until I can’t read the email anymore due to the tears filling my eyes and rolling down my cheeks. I drop the phone on the floor and cover my face with my hands. It’s got to be a nightmare. I’m going to wake up in Denver’s bed any minute now. This isn’t happening.

      Only it is happening. I’m completely screwed. I must’ve done some seriously terrible stuff in a former life to deserve this now.

      I cry until I can’t cry anymore. Until the sobs turn to sniffles, and I’m pretty sure there’s not a drop of excess moisture in my body. Now that the shock has hit me, and I’ve absorbed it, I have to start planning. I have to come up with a way around this.

      Naturally, my immediate thought is to ask Mom for the money. I know Richard has it. I know he’d give it to me if she asked him to—I mean, I’m going to be his stepdaughter soon, and it’s not like I don’t have proof of the college screwing me over. His money wouldn’t go toward a shopping habit or drugs or anything like that.

      Of all times for Chelsey’s voice to ring out in my memory, it’s now, gold digger. Right, and that’s exactly how it would look if I asked for money now. I might as well announce to the world she was right. I’ll be damned if I do that. So that’s out.

      What else is there? I could still drive home and get a job in Florida, save up some money working over the summer. Would that be enough, though? I have no way of knowing what sort of work I’d be able to find and how much it would pay.

      What if I got a job up here, instead? If I toughed it out over the summer, saved up every penny I could, then maybe asked for the difference once the summer’s over? By then, Richard would see how hard I’d worked, so it wouldn’t seem so much like I was getting something for nothing. I could live with that. I could live with having to deal with this house and the people in it if I had to.

      One thing’s for sure, I can’t tell anybody about this. Not yet. As far as I’m concerned, nobody has to know about this but Mom and Richard, and that’s only when the time comes for me to make the first tuition payment in August.

      Until then, I guess I’m stuck here.
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      She’s still up there in my bed when Dad and Linda get home. They’re so excited. It’s enough to make me want to gag. Not that I begrudge my dad a little happiness—it’s been a long time since Mom left, and I know he spent a lot of that time swearing he would never bring another woman into our lives after that happened—but still. Aren’t they a little old for this shit?

      “We thought it would be nice for you boys to be in seersucker suits. It goes with the whole casual, summer feel we’re going for.” Linda’s glowing so much, I don’t have the heart to tell her I think that’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard. Seersucker? What century is this again?

      Odis looks like he’s about as much a fan of it as I am, but he obviously doesn’t have the heart, either. “Whatever you want.” The look of appreciation Dad throws our way isn’t lost on either of us. He wants her to be happy. I can respect that.

      Hell, I know how it feels. I could’ve killed Chelsey for showing up today and stirring shit the way she always does. I never liked the way she treated Gemma back in school, but that was different. Then, it was sort of a cover. We didn’t want anybody knowing how we wanted her.

      Now? I don’t care because I do want her, and I’m not a kid anymore. I go after what I want. If that means shutting down any and all attempts to hurt Gemma, so be it. I never liked Chelsey or her clique, anyway.

      Linda looks around. “Where’s Gemma? Up in her room? I want to talk to her about the arrangements.”

      Odis and I exchange a look. “She was hanging out at the pool with us and went up to lie down after,” he explains.

      Linda’s face lights up. “You three were spending time together? That’s great! I was hoping you would get along well.” Even Dad looks happy.

      Shit. I wish I knew whether Gemma’s going to say anything about what happened out there or if she’s even going to want to talk to Odis and me. We took care of her after, but I know her. She holds a grudge. Hell, I can’t even blame her after seeing Chelsey in action. Is that how things really went for her? No wonder she hates all of us now.

      I should’ve kicked Chelsey out the second she started her shit.

      “I guess I’ll go in and get dinner started. I hope you don’t mind leftovers.” Linda practically dances down the hall and into the kitchen with Dad on her heels. I can hear her giggling a few seconds later like Dad grabbed her ass or something. They need to chill out with that shit when we’re around.

      I can’t help but look up the stairs and wonder what will happen when Gemma comes down. “Should we go up and talk to her?” Odis mutters when he notices where my attention is focused.

      “No. It’ll only piss her off worse.” He nods when he realizes I’m right. We’d only shoot ourselves by doing that. So there’s nothing left but waiting, which has never been my favorite thing.

      As it turns out, she doesn’t make me wait long, coming down a few minutes later in the shirt and shorts I had laid out for her. Something about the fact that she left them on rather than changing into something she chose for herself warms me up inside. I like knowing that she accepted my offer of help.

      “There she is!” Linda sings out. “Did you have a nice nap? The boys told me you three were hanging out at the pool.”

      I’m too busy holding my breath, waiting to see what Gemma’s about to say, to be irritated at Linda’s nickname for us. We aren’t boys, but that can wait. I’m pretty sure Odis and I are close to burning a hole in the side of Gemma’s head.

      She shrugs. “It was okay.”

      Linda frowns and puts a hand against Gemma’s forehead. “You didn’t get too much sun, did you?”

      “Maybe I did. Or you know how sometimes you take a nap in the afternoon, and it screws you up inside? That could be it.” She won’t look at us on her way to the fridge, where she grabs a bottle of water.

      So far, so good. Maybe she won’t make a big deal over what happened. I’m close to letting myself feel relief, but I’m not quite there yet.

      Gemma drinks half the bottle of water with her back to us before turning to Linda. “I need to go to the mall.”

      Hmm. Odis and I exchange a look.

      “Okay, honey. We can swing by after dinner, and on the way, I’ll tell you all about what the wedding planner—”

      “No, I need to go now. I’m not hungry, really. You don’t have to worry about me.” When Linda’s face falls, she adds, “We can sit and talk about the wedding later tonight once I get home. Okay?” She kisses her mom on the cheek and walks out of the room before anybody has a chance to say anything.

      That seemed like an abrupt left turn. Odis looks like he agrees, staring down the length of the hall to the front door. It bangs shut a moment later.

      There’s got to be something else going on. Why would she be in such a hurry to get out of here? “You know what? I just remembered, there’s something I meant to pick up, too,” I lie. “Would you mind too much if we got something to eat while we’re out?”

      Odis jumps in. “This way, you two lovebirds can eat alone.” It was the perfect thing to say, too, since Linda giggles a little and shoos us out of the room. I only hope they’re not fucking anywhere we might find them when we get home.

      I can hear Gemma’s car rolling down the driveway as we hurry to mine, and I waste no time catching up to her. “Slow down,” Odis warns in a tight voice. “We don’t want her knowing we’re following her.”

      “What do you think is up with her?”

      “Fuck if I know. She seemed weird, though.”

      “No shit.” I fall back far enough that I can see her, letting a car get between us so she won’t be able to spot us by looking behind her. “I’ve gotta say, seeing everything go down like that…”

      “It makes me wonder how she put up with it all that time,” Odis mutters. “I guess I never thought much about it. What it must’ve been like. No wonder she hates us.”

      No wonder. My hands tighten around the steering wheel when I think about it.

      Turns out, she was headed for the mall, after all. “I thought maybe she was lying,” I admit, turning into the parking lot after she does.

      “What’s so important that she had to run out right away?”

      “She probably wanted an excuse to get away from us.”

      “So, she could’ve gone someplace else.” He has a point.

      “I guess it was a shopping emergency.” Though I can’t imagine what could be that urgent. Girls have their own world we don’t know much about.

      We decide to wait in the car a few spots down from where she parked. Either she’s oblivious to the world, or she genuinely doesn’t recognize my car as I pulled in a few seconds after she did. “I hope she doesn’t take all night. I’m hungry.”

      She doesn’t take all night, but she does take over an hour. “There she is.” I nod my head toward the door Gemma just emerged from.

      “Finally.” Odis cranes his neck to see her. “What’s she got in her hand? Not shopping bags.”

      “Paper? Why the hell did she come all the way over here and wait an hour for paper?” Something doesn’t add up. I’m out of the car before I know what I’m doing, and Odis is right behind me.

      Gemma’s mouth falls open when she recognizes us marching over to her, and she falls back a few steps. “Leave me alone. Why are you even here?”

      “To see what you were doing that you had to be so weird about it.” I look around. “Why were you in there for so long?”

      “Why did you follow me?” Her hands are behind her back now, so I can’t see what she’s obviously trying to hide.

      The thing about the situation is, there are two of us and one of her. Odis manages to sneak around behind her while she’s busy being evasive with me, and she lets out a shriek when he snatches the paper away. “Give it back!” When she shoves him hard with both hands, I know how important this must be to her. I just don’t understand why.

      “What is it?” I ask as I stand between Gemma and my brother.

      He looks up at me and holds the paper out for me to see. “Job applications.”

      We both swing our heads in her direction. Her face reminds me of the bright red Kool-Aid she was wearing earlier, and her eyes are watery. “Happy? One more thing you can use to humiliate me.”

      “Who said anything about humiliating you?” I can’t make this add up in my head. “I’m more confused than anything.”

      “Me, too.” Odis looks as disgusted as I feel. “Why do you want to work here? Why do you want to work at all? You don’t have to.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. Sometimes I wish he’d keep his mouth shut unless he’s asked to speak. Now Gemma’s turning purple, and her hands are tightening into fists. “So that’s what you think of me? The same way she did? Like I’m a gold digger?”

      Odis flinches. “No. Nobody thinks that.” Well, I sort of thought that, at least at first. Things moved fast between Dad and Linda, and it’s obvious she’s not exactly from our world. She’s nice enough, sure, but still.

      Now I know differently. Gemma has too much pride to be a gold digger. That doesn’t explain why she’d stoop this low. “I’m sure our dad would give you a job if you’re that determined to work.”

      “No. I don’t want that, either.” She runs her hands over her head, groaning. “I want to get away from you, okay? From both of you. I can’t stand the thought of being in the same house as you all day, all summer. All right? Now, are you satisfied?”

      She’s maybe the worst liar I’ve ever seen. From the way Odis snorts, I know he sees it, too. “No, I’m not because you’re lying.”

      Her eyes widen. Her nostrils flare as she sucks in a surprised breath. “I hate you both.” She spins on her heel like she’s about to storm off.

      I catch her by the arm before she can get away. “Not so fast. We’re both starving, and you should eat something—you haven’t eaten since breakfast, have you?”

      “What do you care?”

      “Let us take you to dinner, and we can work all of this out before we get back to the house,” Odis suggests.

      “Right. More like you want to convince me not to tell our parents about how you almost drowned me today.” She raises her voice at the end so the people walking around us can hear. She’s loud enough for the security guard inside the door to hear her, too. Much more of this, and he’s going to come out to see what’s happening.

      “Come on. We’re going for dinner, and you’re coming with us.” I lean in with a smile. “And if you don’t think I’ll tell that security guard you were shoplifting, you’re wrong. So don’t even think about screaming harassment.”

      That’s what convinces her. I almost hate to see the defeated look in her eyes.

      Almost.
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      I think I like it better when they’re flat-out mean to me. At least then, I know where I stand. I know what to expect.

      This whole pretending-to-care-about-me act is enough to make my skin crawl. I want to scream as we walk into the restaurant, an upscale burger and sandwich place whose prices make my eyes bug out when the server brings us our menus. Everything’s a la carte, too, and the burgers alone are twenty dollars without toppings. It’s the little things that make me feel poor.

      Denver practically forces me into the semi-circular booth next to his brother, then he slides in beside me. I’m stuck in the middle. Trapped. No way out unless I want to crawl under the table, which is honestly looking like a good option at the moment.

      “Relax. We aren’t going to bite.” I don’t know where Denver gets off sounding so irritated. He’s the one who manhandled me into the car, then into this booth. He’s the one who had to follow me to the mall because apparently, I don’t deserve privacy.

      “Not unless you want us to.” Odis’s leg brushes up against mine under the table, and I pull away.

      “No, thanks.”

      “What is it with you?” he demands, and I swear he’s about a second away from pouting. Poor baby, not used to not getting his way even when he acts like an asshole. “Are you still pissed about earlier?”

      “Gee, why would I be?” They’re both so oblivious, it’s painful. “You let that bitch humiliate me when you could’ve told her to leave way before that happened. I almost drowned!”

      At my reminder, another spark of guilt shoots in both of their eyes. “We didn’t mean that to happen. If we had known you couldn’t swim, we wouldn’t have let you near the pool.”

      “And then you stalked me. Don’t forget that part.”

      Odis cracks a little smile, and his mood lightens. “You’re so dramatic.”

      “We followed you because you were acting weird back at the house.” Denver scowls. “Did it ever occur to you that we might be concerned about you? As a person?”

      I stared him straight in the eye, unblinking. “No. Not for a single second.”

      He opens his mouth, and I can tell he’s going to say something mean or sarcastic—but something else catches my attention, and I forget all about him the second I see Chelsey’s fake blonde hair shimmering as she steps into the restaurant.

      I wish I didn’t feel so much like a scared rabbit, frozen stiff. My stomach turns to ice, and my fingers dig into the padded seat. So that’s what this is all about. “You are such fucking liars,” I spit, staring at my lap. The thought of crawling under the table to escape is starting to look better. “Which one of you set this up?”

      “What are you talking about?” Odis shifts in the booth, sitting up a little straighter so he can see over the top. “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he growls when he spots her.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking,” Denver assures me. I’m supposed to believe that? All I can do is sit here with my mouth shut, knowing that the more anxious I get, the worse my stuttering will become. And I’ll be damned if I give that bitch one more thing to make fun of me about.

      How can they do this to me? What the hell did I ever do to them or anyone else to deserve this?

      “Look what we have here.” Chelsey’s voice is like nails on a chalkboard, and I have to keep myself from cringing. “I’m surprised you would show your face around here. It’s one thing to lock yourself in the house where nobody can see you, but it takes balls to go out in public.”

      “She has every right to be here.” At least Odis sounds pissed. He’s not doing one of those fake jokey voices that anybody could see through like we’re all friends, and this is just a misunderstanding.

      “Why don’t you just leave us alone?” Denver asks. Unlike his brother, he doesn’t sound pissed off. He sounds dangerous.

      Chelsey is oblivious, though. She slides into the booth, rubbing up against Odis. I watch her from the corner of my eye, unwilling to look straight at her. I know it seems like I’m afraid, and she can think that if she wants to. Honestly, I would rather not have to see her at all.

      “Come on. Let’s be friends. There’s plenty of room in this booth, right?” That question is directed at her friends, who, of course, don’t have minds of their own, so they try to squeeze in on the other side, next to Denver. If they press in any tighter, I’ll end up getting crushed in the middle.

      “There really isn’t. Why don’t you go find a table for yourselves?” Denver is not gentle about pushing the girls off him. Neither of them seems like they’re kidding around, but Chelsey can’t seem to take a hint.

      “Odis…” From under my lashes, I have the misfortune of watching Chelsey rubbing her boobs all over Odis’s arm. I don’t know if I want to throw up or claw her eyes out. The fact that I feel somewhat possessive of him is probably the grossest part of all of this because he doesn’t deserve it. So what if he kissed me—forced himself on me, more like? So what if he was nice to me for, like, two seconds today? That’s not enough to make up for everything else, not even close.

      Still, I want to tell her to get off him, and not only because I can’t stand her. Someday when I have the time and the money for therapy, maybe I’ll figure out where this weird reaction is coming from.

      “You’re wasting your time,” he says in a quiet voice, and I guess I have to give him a little bit of credit for not making a big scene. And even though she’s repulsive, he doesn’t want to embarrass her more than she’s already embarrassing herself. Or am I overthinking this? Either way, the girl has zero self-awareness. Anybody can see he’s not into her.

      “You didn’t use to think that,” she whispers, her eyes cutting my way. I lower mine, but not quick enough to miss her glossy lips curving into a smug smile. I’m pretty sure she was born wearing that expression.

      “I don’t live in the past. Maybe you should think about that while you’re thinking about the way you treat other people.”

      She lets out a little grunt of frustration, and the sex-kitten act ends. “Is this about her? Are you seriously telling me you would rather hang out with this pathetic, trashy little gold digger than with us? Don’t act like you didn’t laugh at her just as much as we did. What, did you suddenly grow a conscience? Or maybe you’re doing this for charity?” Her friends giggle like this is the funniest thing they’ve ever heard.

      “Yeah. We would rather hang out with her than with you. Now ask yourself, Chelsey,” Otis lowers his voice, leaning closer, “what does that say about you?”

      Denver, meanwhile, signals for the waiter. “Can you please find a table for these girls as far away from ours as possible?”

      That’s not good enough for her. “Are you kidding me? What is wrong with you? Since when do you treat me like this? How long have we known each other, and you’re going to pull something like this?” When the waiter tries to speak to Chelsey, her head snaps around in his direction. “Don’t tell me what to do. I’ll sit anywhere I damn well please.”

      “Last time I checked, you’re not the owner.” Otis folds his arms, grinning. “You don’t have any say in it.”

      “You’re free to take your business elsewhere,” Denver offers. “Maybe at a restaurant where they don’t serve so-called trash.”

      “But then, where would she eat?” Odis asks, and the two of them burst out laughing.

      I can’t help but look at Chelsey just to see her reaction. It’s worth it. She’s almost purple, teeth bared, eyes spitting fire as she gets up and storms out of the restaurant, flinging threats of bad reviews and revenge on social media while her minions follow at her heels. I’m sure a restaurant that charges twenty bucks for a beef patty is going to shake in their boots over a threat like that.

      It’s like a tornado just blew through. My thoughts are all mixed up. Did that just happen? More importantly, why did it happen? “I can’t believe you told her off like that,” I murmur once I can suck in enough air to speak.

      “Why? We weren’t kidding when we said we didn’t set things up earlier, and we didn’t set this up, either.” Odis is still chucking. “As much as I hate being near her, it was worth it to watch her get what she deserved.”

      “She brings this shit on herself,” Denver agrees. “Nobody ever told her the entire world isn’t high school. Nobody cares who she is.” They sound like they mean it. I’m afraid to believe them, but I do.

      That doesn’t mean I completely trust them, though. They could’ve done that to placate me. I can’t let my guard down. It’ll only get me hurt. “Well, thanks,” I mutter anyway since it seems like I should say it.

      “You don’t have to thank us.” I glance at Denver and can tell he’s not kidding. “It was the right thing to do.”

      “I wish we had done it sooner—like, years ago,” Odis admits. “She deserved it then, too.” I want to point out he was dating her up until not that long ago, and maybe he should reflect on his taste in women, but that might be too low of a blow after they both humiliated her for my sake.

      The food is good, at least. It has to be at these prices. I wonder what it must be like to have the sort of money these two have. They don’t need to think about it for a fraction of a second. Meanwhile, I’m desperate to get even a minimum-wage job in a crappy store.

      They don’t ask me about the job applications, thank God. One good thing about Chelsey showing up—she distracted them. I would never have guessed I’d be glad she flew in on her broomstick. The idea of her throwing a fit somewhere makes me smile, even if I wonder whether she’ll come up with a way to turn it into my fault and pay me back somehow.

      Which makes the idea of taking a public-facing job at the mall grueling. I won’t have these two with me while I’m working. There won’t be anybody to stick up for me. What other choice is there, though?

      Denver drives us back to the mall, where my car is waiting. Why can’t I shake the feeling there has to be more to this than what’s on the surface? What do they want from me? Why are they being so nice and considerate? They wait in Denver’s car while I get into mine and start the engine.

      Or… try to start the engine.

      “You’re kidding me.” I turn the key. Nothing. I try again. Still nothing. Not even a clicking noise, like the time the starter went.

      Odis lowers his window. “You okay?”

      I can only stare at the dashboard and grip the wheel so hard my joints ache. This isn’t happening. It can’t be happening. “I didn’t leave my lights on or anything, did I?” I ask.

      “No, we would’ve seen that.” Odis gets out, leaning in through my open window. “Want me to try?”

      I want to ask what he thinks he’ll do differently than I am, but I can’t find the words. It’s easier to get out and let him give it a shot. “Damn,” he mutters when he doesn’t get any further than I did. Meanwhile, a tiny part of me was hoping he’d get it to start, so I’m more crushed than ever.

      “We’ll take you home,” Denver offers. “Nothing’s going to happen to it here. We’ll figure something out.”

      We. I love how he uses that word. As if this is a group problem instead of just my own.

      Why does my entire life have to fall apart all at once? First the scholarship, now this. As if I didn’t need a job badly enough before, I’ll have to pay for repairs before I can even think about saving for school.

      But how am I supposed to get to work without a car?

      I can only grit my teeth and hold back the tears as I get in with Denver and Odis and say nothing as we ride home. It’s not stuttering I’m worried about this time. It’s bursting into tears.

      I won’t let them see me cry.
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      The next morning, Gemma’s just as weird as she was last night.

      I spent some time with Denver after we got home, wondering what we’re supposed to do about her. I’ve never met anybody so determined to push me away. People don’t push us away. They know how lucky they are to even be in our presence.

      Not her.

      We decided to offer to help her with her car. If she’s desperate for work, it means she needs the money for some reason. She obviously wouldn’t have extra to get her car fixed before she even starts working. If she had come out of her room once we got home, we would’ve said something to her about it then. Maybe it would’ve helped her sleep a little better, knowing she doesn’t have to go through this alone.

      Instead, I spent the night staring at the ceiling, wishing I could go down the hall to her room. Wishing I could get into bed with her. Not even for anything sexual—though it wouldn’t have hurt, especially with my dick throbbing at the thought of her. I would’ve told her she’s not alone. I would’ve held her so she’d know she doesn’t have to do everything on her own.

      I guess getting bullied like she did, left her feeling like an outsider no matter where she goes. She must’ve learned to get by on her own after not being able to trust anybody at school. Knowing we played a part in that makes me hate that version of myself—the one that didn’t have the balls to admit how she made me feel. Even reminding myself, it was a way to avoid causing shit with Denver—since he wanted her, too—doesn’t help.

      That’s why I’m more determined today to get through to her. I don’t know what it’s going to take, but she’s worth it.

      Linda knocks at her bedroom door, offering breakfast, but comes downstairs alone. “I’m worried about her,” she murmurs to Richard, who looks up from his paper with a frown.

      “You know how girls are,” he replies before going back to whatever he’s reading. I want to ask what that’s supposed to mean but decide it’s not worth the argument.

      Linda glances between Denver and me. We’re eating the pancakes she just made. “Did something happen yesterday when we weren’t here?”

      I’m careful not to look at my brother. That’ll make us look guilty. “Not really. I thought it was cool when she came outside to hang out with us,” I offer with a shrug.

      “Yeah, it seemed like she was starting to loosen up,” Denver adds.

      “What about when you ran into her and went to dinner?” Linda sits down with us, and I can’t help feeling sorry for her. Not only because she’s so worried, but because she believes we magically ran into her daughter last night. I wouldn’t call her stupid. Gullible, maybe.

      “It went fine. Maybe she’s upset about the car,” Denver suggests. Gemma couldn’t lie about that, not when the car’s missing from in front of the garage. I can tell Linda wants to believe that’s the reason, even if it doesn’t seem to match the way her daughter’s acting.

      “We’ll bring her around. Don’t worry about it.” Dad shoots me a grateful look, and it reminds me how much he cares about Linda. It only makes sense that he would care about her daughter, too, even if he’s always been sort of hands-off.

      After breakfast, I go upstairs. I can always unlock her door if I have to, but when I try the knob, it turns easily. “Gemma?” I poke my head in, half-hoping she’ll be naked or halfway there.

      She’s not in the room. The sound of her shower running tells me why. The door between the bedroom and bathroom is only open a crack, and I doubt she could hear me over the water anyway. It leaves me feeling free to wander her room a little. She’s a puzzle I’m trying to put together, and I’ll take all the help I can get.

      Her closet door is open, and I notice her suitcases are on the floor outside it. What are they doing out? I reach out and run my hand over the things hanging inside. They are all so dark, except for a few random pieces. She deserves to wear clothes that’ll show her off and draw eyes her way—then again, no. I don’t want any other guys getting the idea they’re entitled to look at her.

      Her top dresser drawer is open. I can’t help myself. With one eye on the bathroom, I go over to it and take a look inside. Fuck me, her panties are strewn around, all silky and lacy. I can’t help reaching inside and picking up a pale pink thong, holding it to my nose. Even clean, there’s a hint of her pussy clinging to the crotch, and I breathe in deep, closing my eyes.

      The shower goes silent, and my eyes open again. Shit. Rather than tossing the panties back in the drawer, though, I cram them in my back pocket a second before the door opens and steam billows into the room.

      She jumps with a gasp when she sees me standing in the middle of the room. “What are you doing in here? Do I need to get a padlock?”

      “It wasn’t locked, to begin with.” I’m having a tough time not staring at her in the towel she wrapped around her dripping body. Her hair is hanging loose, water dripping down her chest and arms. Now I know what I’ll be thinking about when I jerk off later with her panties wrapped around my cock.

      “What are you doing in here? Spying on me?” She crosses her arms over her chest like it matters. Like I couldn’t peel that towel off her if I wanted to. I might even try if Dad and Linda weren’t downstairs.

      “No. I wanted to come in and ask how you’re doing.” When her head tips to the side and her eyes narrow, I spread my arms in a shrug. “Whatever. Don’t believe me.”

      “I’m fine. Why are you hovering over me like this?”

      “Because you don’t seem fine.” I jam my hands into my pockets. “We were thinking, if you want a ride back to the mall, we could call a tow truck from the dealership we usually do business with and follow them over. The guys over there could take a look at what’s up.”

      Her teeth sink into her bottom lip. What is it with her? I’m being as sincere as I can, and that still isn’t enough. “It’s not weakness to accept help when somebody’s offering it, you know.”

      “Thanks for the lesson, Mr. Rogers.” She rolls her eyes. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll figure it out.”

      I pin her in place with an angry stare. “Here’s another lesson—refuse help enough times, and people stop giving a shit about you after a while.” I wish I could be really angry, but there’s still too much heat running through me when I imagine all the things I could do to her without the parents around.

      Is that why her cheeks go pink? Does she know what I’m thinking? Probably not. Knowing her, she’d try to slap me or some dumb shit. I’m almost tempted to push her to that point, so I’d have an excuse to grab her. Whatever happened after that point wouldn’t be my fault.

      “I guess I’ll have to live with that.” She looks down, and I can see her closing up like a flower blooming in reverse. “Can I have some privacy now?” There’s no choice but to leave or else risk her screaming or some other stupid thing.

      She’s infuriating. I didn’t know people could be as stubborn as she is. I go to my room and slam the door before fishing her thong out of my pocket and holding it to my nose again. As enraging as she is, I want her more every minute. I want to break her down, make her trust me.

      Linda’s voice rings out in the hallway. “There you are. I was starting to worry.”

      I lower the panties, now too interested in what’s happening in the hallway. Part of me worries she’ll complain about me being in her room, while part of me hopes she’ll open up to her mom. I open the door a crack to hear better.

      Gemma is in shorts and a tank now, wet hair pulled into a messy bun on top of her head. Even now, my dick strains at the sight of her. “I’m fine. I was actually hoping to ask you a favor.” Her eyes cut up and down the hall like she’s making sure they’re alone. I hold my breath, but her gaze moves over my door without her reacting.

      “What do you need, sweetie?”

      Gemma takes a deep breath. “Some money to get the car fixed. I don’t know how much I’ll need right now—I won’t until it goes in to get looked at—but I’m looking for a job, and I promise, I’ll pay you back the second I get paid. You know I will. Only it’ll be tough getting to a job without a car, you know?”

      I watch Linda, observing her concerned expression. “I’ll have to talk to Richard about it, but I don’t see any problem with that.”

      Gemma does. Her brows jump up the second my dad’s name enters the conversation. “Oh. No, that’s okay. Don’t bother doing that.”

      Linda frowns. “Why not? You’re right, you can’t get to a job without a car. I know he’d be glad to help.”

      “Yeah, well, I would rather everybody didn’t know. I’ll figure it out.” She kisses her mom’s cheek before going back to her room and closing the door. Linda flinches at the sound of the lock clicking, then continues down the hall to the master suite. She looks over her shoulder more than once like she wonders what the hell is wrong with her kid.

      I wonder, too.
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      Everything’s dark and quiet when I creep out of my bedroom, wearing way too much makeup and the tightest, lowest-cut dress I own. It’s a little too small, but that only makes it better for what I have to do tonight.

      I hope the quiet in the house means Mom and Richard are in bed and staying there since they’d probably have heart attacks if they saw me like this. I tiptoe down the stairs, shoes in hand, holding my breath the whole way. Success, at least so far. If only I knew where Odis and Denver are. So long as they aren’t hiding somewhere, waiting to jump out at me, I’ll be fine.

      Something tells me they wouldn’t let me out of the house looking like this, either, and they definitely wouldn’t if they knew where I’m going.

      The alert on my phone says my Uber is waiting. I take one last look behind me before opening the door, then closing it behind me as softly as I can. I slide into my shoes, then make a run for the car. It seems like I might have gotten away with it.

      The driver checks me out in the rearview mirror since he knows where we’re going and probably figures I’m an employee. The fact that even his casual glance makes my skin crawl isn’t a good sign. If I’m going to get a job tonight, I need to get over my problems with being looked at. Nobody’s going to pay the girl who ducks her chin and holds her arms over her chest.

      Am I really doing this? I have to, plain and simple. I’ve done the math. Even the best paying job I could get at the mall or even waiting tables someplace wouldn’t pay nearly as much as I could make dancing. I sort of fell down the rabbit hole today, scrolling through YouTube and TikTok for ideas on how to make some quick cash. There are all sorts of ideas on there—everything from freelancing to tutoring to writing essays for high school and college students. None of that will pay nearly enough. I need money, and I need it now.

      Which is why the videos made by girls raking in a thousand dollars a night, dancing in strip clubs caught my attention and held it. Some of them only work a few hours at a time, once a weekend. None of them were exactly supermodels, either, which gave me hope. I figured if they could do it, I could, too.

      I have to. Even if I can’t make my hands stop shaking and my stomach feels like I’m on a roller coaster. Nobody will know you. You can be anyone you want to be. That thought gives me courage as the car rolls down the dark streets, taking me closer to my destination.

      The car comes to a stop in front of what looks like a nightclub at first glance. After I make sure the payment went through, I step out and look up. I kind of expected there to be an image of a naked woman, maybe even a silhouette, but the only sign they have is the large neon letters spelling out the name Vivid.

      There is no line, but the door is guarded by one guy, who looks more like a tank. He has to be at least seven feet tall and weigh three hundred pounds in muscle alone. He must see my apprehension to approach because a smile ticks on his lips as he waves me over.

      “Come on, girl, I won’t bite.”

      “It’s not biting I’m worried about,” I murmur. I’m worried he might accidentally step on me, squishing me like a bug.

      “Are you here with someone?” he asks when I get a few steps closer.

      “No, I’m looking for a job,” I admit.

      “Ohhh.” He nods, his eyes immediately roaming down my body, making me feel exposed all of a sudden. “You’re lucky. Myles just got in. You’re pretty. I’m sure he’ll interview you now. If you want, I’ll have someone bring you up.”

      I nod and watch him open the heavy front door, and I follow him into the lobby. It’s sleek and stylish, with a small desk on one side. A pretty woman wearing a tight black shirt with the club logo on her chest greets us.

      “Hey, Trish, take her up to Myles, please. She is looking for a job.”

      “You got it, Tommy,” Trish chirps, stepping out from behind the desk. “Follow me.”

      I follow her through the large double doors, which open into the main room. The light is dim in most of the space. Bright lights are focused on the three stages—a large one in the center and two smaller ones off to each side.

      Trish leads me behind the bar and through a door that takes us to a narrow staircase. When we get to the top, she turns so quickly, I almost stumble back. “Here you are, good luck.”

      And with that, she brushes past me and back downstairs.

      Great. Just great.

      I lift my hand and knock softly at first. The music is blasting below, and I figure he didn’t hear me knocking, so I do it again a little louder. The door suddenly opens, and a large scary-looking man appears on the other side.

      “What?”

      “Ah…” My mouth goes dry. He’s almost as tall as Tommy but scarier looking—dark hair, dark eyes, dark everything. Dressed in a tailored suit, he almost looks like a businessman if it wasn’t for the tattoos peeking out from the sleeves and neck. There is a skull tattoo on his hand and lettering I can’t quite make out on his knuckles.

      “Speak, girl. I don’t have time for a staring contest.”

      “I need a job,” I blurt out, suddenly finding my voice. He gives me the same once-over Tommy gave me at the door, and just like that, I’m uncomfortable again. Damnit, this is not a good start.

      “Well, come on in then,” he offers, stepping aside so I can walk into his office. It’s just as sleek and modern as the rest of this place. He pours himself a drink at the wet bar next to his desk before sitting down in the large leather office chair. He motions for me to sit, and I quickly do so since my legs are about to give out.

      “So, you want to dance here?”

      “Yes.” I wish I didn’t sound so shaky. I wonder if all the girls do when they first come in. Maybe everybody is nervous when they first get started.

      “You ever done it before?”

      Of course, my first impulse is to lie. What if he asks for references or something like that? Besides, I’m sure I’m not giving off an experienced vibe. “No. This will be my first time.”

      “A virgin.” I can tell he thinks this is funny, so I force a tiny smile. “Well, it looks like you got what it takes, but there’s more to the job than looking good in a tight dress.”

      Yes, I’m ready for this. I’ve been psyching myself up all night. So what if people will be able to see me in practically nothing? It’s not like they can touch me. They can’t hurt me. This is a job, nothing more. If other girls can do it, so can I.

      “Consider this your audition.” He lifts the glass to his lips. “Let me see what you’ve got.”

      “Right now?” He nods before sipping his drink. “What should I do?”

      “Strip down to your panties. Pretend we’re down there, on the floor. I’m just a customer.”

      Right. Maybe I should’ve watched a few routines and practiced before doing this. Why didn’t it occur to me that he’d have me audition tonight?

      I have to force myself out of the chair. My legs are shaking so hard it takes a second to steady myself. I need to get it together.

      There’s a steady beat reverberating through the floor, and I use it, moving to it, as I run my hands over my chest, my waist, my hips. One corner of his mouth pulls up in either a smile or a smirk; I can’t tell which. I turn away from him, and it’s easier this way, my hands moving over my ass as I bend slowly, pulling the hem of the dress up until I know my panties are visible.

      Disconnect. Go away. The same things I used to tell myself in the cafeteria when Chelsey and everybody else laughed and threw things at me. In the classroom, where nobody bothered being quiet as they whispered insulting things about me. I have practice in disassociating.

      “Come on. Take it off. I don’t have all night.” I shrivel up on the inside but know there isn’t any way around this. I didn’t spend all night psyching myself up to chicken out now. That’s why I reach behind me, grabbing for the zipper, and begin to lower it.

      I only get it halfway down my back before I can’t go any further. Not because the zipper is stuck, but because I’m stuck. I can’t do this.

      “Turn around.” He sounds bored, and I know I’ve blown it. There was a small window of opportunity, but that window is closed now. I see it in his eyes when I gather the courage to look in them. “If you can’t take your clothes off for me up here, how are you going to do it down there with a bunch of guys watching?”

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper, rubbing my arms like that will do anything to smooth out the goosebumps all over them. “I really do need a job, though. What about waitressing? I can do that. I can bring drinks to the customers. I don’t mind wearing something tight or low-cut or even see-through—”

      He holds up a hand, wearing a tired expression. “I don’t need a waitress right now. I need a dancer. If you can’t dance, you need to go.”

      And that’s it. No second chance. No hope of winning him over.

      I blew it. Again. I embarrassed myself with nothing to show for it. “Thanks for your time,” I mumble before practically fleeing the room with my face on fire and tears pooling in my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Denver

          

        

      

    

    
      Did she really think we weren’t going to follow her? Does she think there’s anything she can do that we won’t find out about? It was bad enough she snuck out, but once we came to the joint and realized where she was headed… let’s just say I had to keep myself from cutting off the driver and pulling her out of the car.

      “What the fuck does she think she’s doing?” I don’t have an answer for my brother as I pull in a few spots behind the car Gemma took from the house, which is now pulling away from the club while she hurries inside. She didn’t realize we were waiting to see if she’d sneak out.

      I owe Odis fifty bucks. He bet she’d try something like this, though neither of us had the first clue we’d end up here. I’m out of the car practically before it’s in park, refusing the valet when he tries to take my keys. “We won’t be here long,” I promise, my eyes on Gemma as she disappears inside the club.

      I’d like to know what the fuck she thinks she’s doing. This isn’t a place for her. She’s better than this. Unless the girl’s been living a double life nobody knows about, I can’t figure out how she even knows about Vivid.

      “Hold up, guys.” The bouncer tries to get in our way before we step inside. “There’s a cover charge. I don’t think I have to remind you of that.”

      It’s not like we’ve never been here before. “We’re not here to get off. We’re here for the girl you just let inside.”

      “That doesn’t work, either.” He folds his huge arms. “You know that.”

      “It’s not what you think.” When he makes it obvious that he doesn’t care, I pull out my wallet and toss him a few bills while Odis does the same. We’ve already wasted enough time. God only knows what’s happening to her in there.

      We reach the double doors leading to the main floor when Trish comes walking through them. “Hey, guys. It’s been a while.”

      “Where is she?” Odis demands.

      “Where’s who?” She blinks at both of us, totally clueless.

      “The little blonde who just came in here,” I explain while Odis seethes.

      “Oh, her? She went up to see Myles. I’m sure she’ll be down soon.” Trish goes back to work while my brother and I stare at each other.

      What does that mean? I can think of a bunch of explanations, and I don’t like any of them. “Come on,” I mutter, walking through the doors leading to the action inside.

      I’ve been here more times than I can count, even if it isn’t strictly legal. Certain rules don’t apply when you’ve got money and know how to spend it. Unlike those other visits, I’m not in the mood for a lap dance or a private show. I’m ready to burn the fucking place down.

      She doesn’t belong here. She’s better than this. And if she thinks we’re going to let another man see her naked, she’s sorely mistaken.

      “We might as well wait here.” Odis nudges me toward the bar, where we both take a seat and order drinks. The bartender knows us—everybody does—including a pair of girls who rub up on us, knowing what generous tippers we are. Once again, not in the mood. They pick up on that pretty quick and wander off in search of somebody whose wallet’s open tonight.

      I can’t remember the last time I was in this dark of a mood, wanting so badly to hurt somebody, anybody. She’s been hiding things from us, things we didn’t have the first clue about. There I was, thinking I knew her. I don’t like surprises.

      We’re just emptying our glasses when a door tucked behind the bar swings open. The relief at seeing Gemma emerging in one piece is so strong, I can practically taste it until one of the blue-tinged lights mounted near the ceiling illuminates her tear-stained cheeks. I’m off my seat in a heartbeat, with Odis shoving his way past me to get to her first. “What happened up there?” he growls while I’m ready to go straight up and kick Myles’s face in for whatever he did that has her like this.

      “What did he do to you?” I take her by the arms and shake her a little until she lifts her head. The pain on her face makes my fingers press tighter into her flesh. “What happened to you?”

      “He didn’t do anything.” I can barely hear her over the music.

      “You don’t look like he didn’t do anything. Why are you crying, then?”

      “I… I was trying to get a job here.” Fresh tears roll down her cheeks and smudge the makeup she plastered all over herself. No wonder she looks like a cheap whore. Not that it makes me feel a lot better.

      “Here?” Odis’s mouth falls open. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “This isn’t the kind of place for you,” I point out.

      “Yeah, no kidding.” Her chest heaves when she sucks in air between sobs. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I can’t even do this. I can’t do anything. But I need a job, and I need it fast. I’m desperate.”

      I glance at my brother, who looks less like he wants to kill somebody. I feel the same. I’m pissed at her for pulling a stupid stunt like this, but at least we know she’s not hurt.

      “Why are you going through all this?” I ask, holding her more gently now. I want to wrap her up in my arms and tell her she has nothing to worry about, but that won’t fly here. “You don’t need to get a job. We have plenty of money. You can have whatever you need.”

      “I’m not doing that.” She lifts her chin in that infuriating way of hers. “I’m not taking charity.”

      “It’s not charity.” Odis rolls his eyes. “And don’t pull that stubborn bullshit with us.”

      “You would rather take your clothes off for money than accept it from us?” I can’t make sense of that. Does she really think that badly of us?

      “I won’t take charity, and I won’t act like a gold digger.”

      I would gladly kill Chelsey for putting that idea in her head. “Come with me.” I take her by the hand and drag her behind me toward the VIP section.

      “What are you doing?” I ignore her as we enter the darker, curtained-off space where a smaller stage than the one on the main floor holds a single girl who’s dancing slowly, sensually for a trio of men holding drinks, staring up at her.

      Gemma stops dead in her tracks, pulling on my hand. “She’s naked!”

      “No shit. That’s why guys pay more back here.” The dancer isn’t wearing a thong, the way the girls on the main floor do. She squats in her five-inch platform heels and spreads her legs, leaving her pussy fully visible to everybody watching. One of the men sitting near the stage throws a handful of bills at her feet, and she spreads her lips for him before running a finger up the length of her slit, then popping that finger in her mouth.

      Gemma’s eyes are bulging when I turn to her. “It’s not good enough for us to offer you money? You want to be stubborn about it? Fine.” I take a seat in a chair further back from the stage, slumping a little with my thighs spread open. “Suck me off.”

      “Ex-excuse me?” She wraps her arms around herself, which only pushes her tits together until they’re ready to spill out of the tight dress she’s wearing.

      “You heard me. You want to be a stubborn, smart-mouthed brat? You want to earn your money? Earn it now.” I rub the growing bulge in my pants. “I’ll pay for your car once you suck me off. I’d do it for nothing, but since you’re so insistent on earning it…”

      She looks at Odis like she expects to find out this is all a joke, but now he’s wearing a half-hooded expression that tells me he’s as much into this idea as I am. She’s not getting any help from him.

      “Well?” I grin up at her. “You want to work? Get to work.”
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      I can’t believe he means this. It’s one of their little games, their way of seeing how far they can push me before I break. As if I haven’t been through enough tonight. Like I need a little more humiliation to drive home the point that I’m a hopeless wreck.

      Only there’s no teasing in Denver’s smile, no sarcasm. He’s dead serious. When I shoot a look at Odis, I recognize the molten, seething darkness I’ve seen before, and my body responds to it before I can wrap my mind around what’s happening.

      They mean it. Denver expects me to suck his dick while his brother watches, and the other men in the room watch, for all I know. They seem pretty wrapped up in what the dancer’s doing, but who knows. They might decide to watch us, too.

      Why does the idea of that make the warmth already spreading between my thighs turn to heat? Wet, pulsing heat that makes me very much want to get on my knees and let them use me like a prostitute.

      This isn’t like me at all. I should tell him off and run out of here. Then pray neither of them tells my mom because it would kill her.

      So why am I not running? Why do I sort of hope those men behind me watch as I let Denver use me? Why am I not scared? I was terrified upstairs, ready to puke, but now? Now I feel… sexy. Wanted. Especially when I notice the obnoxious bulge in Denver’s pants. It twitches as I watch, and when my eyes dart away, meeting his, I realize it’s all for me. He’s not watching that naked girl. He’s looking at me, and he’s hard.

      And waiting.

      I lick my lips and notice how his eyes go straight to them an instant before he lets out a soft groan. He’s in the palm of my hand. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this powerful. Upstairs, I was small and insignificant, in way over my head. Here, I’m in charge of his pleasure, and it makes me feel strong—like a goddess.

      I sink to my knees, holding his gaze, and brace myself against his thick thighs before settling in, running my hands up to his crotch. He lifts his hips a little, angling himself better, while I slowly unzip him.

      I can’t believe this is happening, but I wouldn’t stop for anything short of the place catching fire. I’ve never been this hot or this wet in my life. Not even when Denver fingered me that first night. That was nothing compared to the connection between us now, as I pull his dick free.

      “Suck it.” He closes a hand around his shaft while burying the other hand in my hair and pulling my face closer. I don’t know whether I want to give in or fight a little, so he’ll force me. Either they’re turning me into a hopeless slut, or this is who I was all along and didn’t know it.

      I extend my tongue and catch a drop of moisture coming from the slit. He growls, his hand tightening in my hair. I part my lips and envelop the purple, bulging head between them, moving slowly down, hesitant but eager for more of this. I want to see how far we can go.

      “That’s right, baby. Take your time.” Denver’s breathing is deep, his voice an animalistic growl as I take him deeper into my mouth—so deep he touches the back of my throat and makes me gag a little. I wait until the reflex passes before lifting my head just as slowly as I descended.

      “How’s she feel?” I realize Odis is next to me, on one knee, and a second later, his hand begins rubbing circles over my ass. I moan around Denver’s dick, and it gets even harder than before.

      “Fucking incredible. I knew those lips would feel good wrapped around me.” He thrusts his hips a little while tightening the grip on my hair to the point where he nudges me to the edge between pleasure and pain. Between that and the way Odis is touching me, my panties are soaked.

      I need him to touch me there. Now.

      “That’s right. Spread your legs for me. Show me how much you want this.” Odis’s hand slides slowly under my dress, his palm skimming my ass cheek and forcing a moan out of me. Denver groans again when I do it, forcing my head up and down faster than before.

      Even that doesn’t freak me out, the way he’s controlling things. I only suck harder than before. “You love this, don’t you?” he asks with a deep, knowing laugh while Odis starts to rub me through my panties.

      “So wet.” He pushes the fabric aside, parting my lips. An electric shock races up my spine when he brushes against my painfully swollen clit. I lean back against his hand, hungry for more, and he chuckles. “Greedy.”

      I don’t care if it makes me greedy. I don’t care about anything but what this is doing to me. How it makes me feel.

      “Faster.” Denver forces me up and down until I can’t do anything but try to catch a breath while Odis strums my clit. When he thrusts a finger inside me, I push back, riding his fingers.

      There’s nothing in the world but the thumping bass coming up through the floor, Denver pumping in and out of my mouth, and Odis pumping in and out of my pussy. It all swirls together until I explode, clenching around Odis’s finger, my moans stifled by Denver’s cock. “Good girl,” Odis growls. “Come for us. Show us how much you love it.”

      I might come again if he doesn’t stop talking like that, and Denver’s not helping. He’s getting close while I’m still riding the final waves. “Get ready,” he grunts before shoving my head down until my nose is pressed against his base. A second later, he unloads down the back of my throat, filling it until his cum dribbles from the corners of my mouth.

      He lets me go with a sigh, stroking my hair now instead of pulling it. “Good work. You earned that car repair.” I can only wipe the corners of my mouth with the back of my hand. My head’s spinning too fast for me to do much more than that.

      So fast, I barely know what is happening. Odis pulls me to my feet. I’m unsteady and have to lean against him, but he supports me without hardly trying. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” Denver stands and straightens himself out before following us from the room and across the club. I’m dizzy and lightheaded. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was drugged.

      I have no idea what just happened.

      Except I wouldn’t mind if it happened again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Odis

          

        

      

    

    
      She’s too shell-shocked to say anything the whole way back to the house. Every time I glance her way, she’s wearing this distant expression and staring straight ahead. What’s she thinking? I hope it’s about how hot that was, but I doubt it, knowing her.

      When we get home, the house is still dark and quiet. Nobody knows we were gone. Well, Dad expects us to do whatever we want, but Gemma’s another story. I doubt we would get away with bringing her home, looking the way she does, without at least getting bitched out.

      She’s still sort of spaced out, so I help her out of the car and walk with her through the front door, then upstairs while Denver goes to the kitchen. We exchange a look that tells me he expects me to take care of her.

      I turn on the light in her room. She turns her face away from me, wrapping her arms around herself. There she goes again, closing up, shutting me out.

      “You okay?” I ask in a quiet voice.

      “Fine.”

      “You don’t seem fine.”

      “I just need to wash up.” She tries to break for the bathroom before it’s even out of her mouth. I step in front of her, blocking the way, and she has no choice but to stop. That doesn’t mean she’ll look at me, though. “Move, please,” she mumbles.

      “You don’t have to feel weird about what happened back there. You know that, right?”

      “Sure.”

      “So why are you acting like this?” When she only bites her lip, I add, “It was hot, and we all had fun. We’re not going to tell anybody about it. It’ll stay between us.”

      She glances up. “You mean that?”

      “I wouldn’t bullshit you over something important like this.” I take a strand of her hair between two fingers and let it slide between them. How many times did I wish I could do something that simple? And what did I do instead? I made her feel like shit about herself. I wish I could go back and kick the shit out of that version of myself.

      “Okay.” Her shoulders drop a little, and I know she’s finally relaxing, though I sense she’s still anxious. I guess I would be in her place. What happened at the club wasn’t something she does every day or ever. She’s probably asking herself what it means about her, how she reacted to Denver and me using her in front of strangers. It didn’t take much to make her come on my hand—she was soaking wet before I ever touched her. She loved it as much as we did.

      The memory is enough to make me hard again. Either she’s going to do something about this, or I’ll have to since I’m not trying to go to bed with blue balls. “Come on. You were on your way to the shower. I’ll get in with you.”

      Her head snaps up. She’s frowning like she’s about to refuse, either because she wants to or thinks she should. Remembering the way she fucked my finger, I think it’s the second one. The girl can lie to herself, but she can’t lie to me.

      I lead her into her bathroom, which is pretty much identical to mine and Denver’s except for the girly things all over the vanity. I reach into the shower stall and turn on the water, then start to peel off my clothes. “Come on. Unless you want to shower in your dress. That might be pretty hot. Like a wet T-shirt contest.”

      At least she’s smiling a little, even though she’s trying to hide it. “Help me with this?” She turns, pulling her hair to the side so I can unzip her and admire inch after inch of smooth, perfect skin.

      My heart stops for a second when she turns around and lets the dress puddle at her feet. Except for the thin little scrap of fabric passing for panties, there’s nothing hidden. I feast my eyes on her while my dick gets harder, springing free from my shorts before I pull her close against me.

      “You’re beautiful. Myles would’ve been lucky to have you on his staff.” My arm tightens around her waist as anger floods my veins, burning like fire. “But this body isn’t for some random guy to get off to. I’m glad you didn’t get hired, if only because I’d have to kill any man who looked at you. I know Denver feels the same.” She bites her lip, lowering her eyes. All it does is make me want her more.

      I open the shower door and lead her inside. The spray is hot, and steam is already billowing around us when I take her by the hips and yank her against my dripping cock. “You were gorgeous back there at the club. Fucking sexy. When you let yourself go, you can have fun.” I cup her ass and squeeze, grinning. “You did have fun, didn’t you?”

      She pulls the innocent act again, lowering her eyes and all that, but her fingertips brush against my shaft, and I know I’m right. “Touch it,” I whisper while running my hands over her ass. “Stroke it. Nice and slow.”

      Her fingers wrap around me, and I close my eyes as she begins sliding her hand up and down my length. My head falls back against the shower wall. Her nipples harden and brush against my chest. I take hold of one of her tits and knead it, pinching the nipple until she sucks in a surprised gasp between her teeth.

      Her hand moves faster. So she likes that. I pinch her again, harder, and her hand tightens around me. Soon the air is full of my ragged breathing, and the splashing of water as Gemma jerks me faster and faster. “You’re gonna make me come,” I warn before taking a handful of her wet hair and yanking her head back, revealing her long, slim throat. I lean in, breathing against her skin. “Is that what you want? You want me to come for you?”

      She whimpers. The sound makes my balls lift and tighten, and I know this can’t last much longer. I want to come. Now.

      “Get on your knees.” I take my cock in my hand and stroke fast, getting closer every second, barely able to hold back and not wanting to, either. “Open your mouth,” I grunt while taking the back of her head in my other hand, and she does as I say not a second before the first spurt crosses her lips. The second hits her tongue, and the third splashes across her cheek. By the time I’m finished, the bottom half of her face is painted with my cum.

      “Fuck, yes.” I close my eyes and revel in the waves rolling over me. Relief. My mind is empty, my muscles as loose as the water running down them. “Thank you.”

      When I look down at her, I don’t see the same relief. I only see the tears standing in her eyes. Her tears are like cold water rushing over my head. “Gemma?” Pulling her to her feet, I brush strands of wet hair away from her face so she can rinse away what I shot across it. Her chin is quivering like she’s about to weep. “What’s wrong?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing. It’s been a long day. I’m just tired.” I wonder whether that’s true or not and decide to take her at her word rather than pushing for more.

      “What are you doing?” she asks when I take a mesh shower sponge off its hook before reaching for her body wash.

      “What’s it look like? Let me take care of you.” Her arms fall to her sides as she sighs, giving in while I soap up the sponge. Why does she have to be so stubborn about everything? Why does everything have to be a fight? I ask these questions silently while rubbing the sponge over her shoulders and down her arms, over her back, and the curve of her ass. She sighs softly, eyes closing. “Just relax,” I whisper close to her ear, and she leans against me in response. If she wasn’t so worn out, I might turn this into something more. I mean, how am I supposed to touch her like this without getting hard again?

      But right now, all that matters is taking care of her—washing her, rinsing her off, then getting a towel to run over her body once we’re finished. She smirks a little when I start to dry her off. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Because you deserve it.” When I’m finished drying myself, I lead her back to the bedroom, turn off the light and pull back the covers. She climbs in without saying a word but stiffens when I slide in behind her and drape an arm over her waist. After a few seconds, she settles down with a soft sigh that sounds a lot like trust.

      It’s enough to make me smile before sleep pulls me under.
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      Now what am I supposed to think?

      Before, I knew I didn’t like it. I knew I hated it, hated them.

      Now? I have no idea. I don’t know where I stand. I don’t know what they really think of me or what I think of them.

      I only know they use me like I’m some cheap hooker.

      And that I like it when they do.

      The thought alone is enough to make me cringe when I wake up the morning after that disaster at the club. I went from being humiliated to being… humiliated, only in a different way. In a way I liked. Where I felt sexy and desired and powerful.

      How is that possible? Is there something broken in my brain?

      One thing’s for sure—Odis stayed with me all night. Odis, who came on my face like it was the final shot of a porn video, but then washed and dried me and slept beside me. He made me feel filthy one second and the next like I was a treasure.

      Is this normal for him? For both of them? Because it doesn’t seem like either of the Montgomery brothers flinches away from using girls for their pleasure, no matter what the situation is.

      That’s what this is. They’re using me the way they use anybody who catches their eye and gets them hard. I’m not a person to them when they’re horny and want somebody to make them come.

      Afterward, though, is another story. At least according to what happened last night. Out of the two of them, I would’ve expected Denver to be the one to wash me and dry me, to fall asleep with me in his arms.

      I’m still in his arms, lying on my side with my back to Odis, nestled against him. There’s light filtering in through the curtains, and I think someone’s already downstairs in the kitchen judging by the sounds coming from down there.

      It would be easy to close my eyes and drift away again. I’m comfortable, warm, cozy.

      But that would be a mistake. The worst mistakes are always so tempting.

      Which is why I lift Odis’s arm from around me and slide away, rolling onto my back. It’s enough to wake him up. “Good morning,” he mumbles in a sleepy voice before burying his face in the pillow.

      “Morning.” Even now, he’s ridiculously hot with his rumpled hair and scruff covering his cheeks. He doesn’t have the decency to look like hell when he first wakes up.

      I want to cry when he offers a lopsided grin because he can’t mean it. I want to believe it, but I can’t. He only stayed with me last night because he felt sorry for me. I’m sure he would’ve left me on my knees with his jizz all over my face if I hadn’t teared up out of confusion and sadness.

      “How’d you sleep? I hope I didn’t snore in your ear.” He scrubs a hand over his face.

      “No. You were fine.”

      “Good.” He gives another grin. “You didn’t snore, either, in case you were wondering. Though you did fart.”

      “Oh, my god.” I want to die of embarrassment. I cover my face with both hands, cringing.

      “I’m just kidding. Jesus. I was trying to make you laugh.” He tugs at my wrists, trying to get me to move my hands. “What’s wrong? You’re not still hung up on last night, are you?”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      He rolls his eyes before flopping down on his back. “I should’ve known.”

      “I’m sorry I’m such a problem. That I have feelings and everything.”

      “You’re allowed to have feelings. But you keep getting in your own way, and it’s starting to drive me crazy.”

      Right. Because I’m still not an actual person to him or his brother. I used to be something to laugh at. Now, I’m a body with a series of holes they can fill and a face to come on.

      None of this is about me as a person. My feelings are inconvenient. I’m supposed to be glad they want to touch me at all. Like it’s an honor. The stupid sluts back in high school might’ve seen it that way, but that’s not who I am.

      “I think you should go before anybody knows you’re in here,” I add, in case he decides to put up a fight. I might not be worth listening to, but I don’t think he wants to explain to Richard why we’re in bed together. Naked.

      That was the right thing to say because it gets him moving. He’s muttering something under his breath that I can’t quite make out, but something tells me he thinks he’s the victim here. He has no idea what it’s like to be me. How years of being bullied, beaten down, and told over and over how worthless I am eventually sunk in.

      Now I’m supposed to believe they’ve had a change of heart? Whoops, we were wrong all those years. Every time we laughed at you, every time we singled you out for being anything less than perfect. Now I’m supposed to be cool, let it all roll off my back, all so they can feel better about themselves.

      It’s not going to happen. I’m not going to let them hurt me again because they want to clear their consciences. So even though Odis makes a big deal of getting his clothes together and sneaking out of my room—complete with more than one dirty look thrown my way—I refuse to say a word. I wait until he’s out of the room with the door closed before scrambling out of bed and locking myself in. Not that it’s mattered before, but at least it sends a message.

      I’m my own person. I’m not going to let them use me.

      No matter how much I like it when they do.
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      “How’s it look?” Something about the mechanic’s expression confirms what I suspected before he even has to say a word.

      He shakes his head, wiping his greasy hands on an already greasy rag. “I hate to tell you, but it would be smarter to buy another car.”

      Odis winces. “That bad, huh?”

      “We’re talking at least six, maybe seven thousand in repairs.” Right, and the car itself wouldn’t sell for more than a few hundred bucks even if it ran. I doubt we could give it away.

      This was a possibility we discussed before making the call to the mechanic at the dealership. They sent a tow truck over to the mall and hauled the car in, and we’ve spent the past hour waiting in a so-called lounge while Jake went over the damage. I don’t know what my favorite part was—the molded plastic chairs or the brainless infomercial on the television mounted in the corner. I lost track of how many times I wished I’d brought my earbuds.

      I look at my brother. “What do you think?”

      “It doesn’t look like we have much of a choice.” He turns to Jake. “Keep it for whatever parts you can get.” We already cleared out what little was inside before Jake put the car up on the lift, so there’s nothing left to be done.

      Nothing besides figuring out what to do now.

      If Gemma were any other girl in the world, there would be no question. We’d pick out a car for her, pay for it and take it home. She would be grateful that she now had a way to get around, in a car she could be confident about. No crossing her fingers when she turned the key.

      Unfortunately, we’re talking about the most stubborn girl who ever drew breath.

      I understand a lot of where she’s coming from. I almost wish I didn’t since it’d be easier to deal with her if I couldn’t see her side of the story. I would buy her the car because she needs it. If she refused, I could call her ungrateful and write her off as an ignorant bitch.

      Not Gemma. She can’t let go of the way things used to be. She believes we see her the way Chelsey described her, as a gold digger. Trash who doesn’t deserve the time of day.

      It’d be bad enough if we weren’t part of the reason she’s so down on herself. If she didn’t trust us because some other random person fucked her over in the past. It’s like we have to fight twice as hard to get through to her.

      But she’s worth it, so we walk around the dealership, deciding which car she’d most likely accept without throwing a huge fit. Part of me wants to blow her mind with a Mercedes S-Class, something in the six-figure range if only to watch her eyes bulge before she flat-out refuses it.

      That would only end up being a waste of time, of course, which is why we end up in the section where the A-Class sedans sparkle like they just got washed and waxed. “She can’t be too pissed about this, can she?” I place a hand on the roof of a cherry-red model, bending to look inside.

      “She’ll be pissed over anything we do.” He’s still irritated over Gemma throwing him out of her room this morning. I’m surprised he even told me about it since it’s not the kind of story where he came out looking good. As far as either of us are concerned, we’ve done nothing but try to take care of her. It’s not our fault she’s hell-bent on making it difficult.

      I’m not used to this whole business of having to think about another person’s feelings. I don’t normally give a shit what anybody thinks. If they can’t deal with their feelings, it’s not my problem.

      Which is why I’m completely at a loss here. What more does she want from us?

      It doesn’t take long to complete the purchase. They know us around here, and the fact that we’re paying in cash speeds things up a lot. We flip a coin to see who’ll have the honor of driving it home. Turns out, it’s my lucky day.

      I don’t feel so lucky when I pull up in front of the garage, though. Gemma’s out there with her mom, looking furious. I’m surprised she doesn’t tear the door open. “Where’s my car?” she demands. “We went to the mall and called a tow truck for it—”

      “And it wasn’t there.” I offer Linda an apologetic smile as Odis pulls up behind us.

      Gemma notices him. “Why’s he driving your car?”

      “Because I drove us to the dealership, and I won the coin toss to see who’d bring this home.” I pat the hood, glancing at Linda again. “Surprise. Your new car.”

      Linda claps her hands to her cheeks. “You bought Gemma a car?”

      “She needed it.” Odis joins me, eyeing Gemma the way I am, waiting for her to lose her shit. Maybe she won’t so long as her mom’s around. “We had it towed to our dealership, and the mechanic said the repairs would be around six or seven grand. Way more than the car was worth.”

      “We cleaned it out for you before buying this one. Your stuff’s in my trunk.”

      Dad comes out, whistling when he sees the car. “Where’d this come from?” Linda fills him in while Gemma inspects her new wheels. She’s either not as pissed as we guessed, or she’s working hard at hiding it.

      “This is a generous gift,” Dad observes. “But Gemma’s worth it. I know I’ll sleep better knowing she has a reliable car.” Linda beams up at him in that lovey-dovey romantic way. I manage not to gag, but barely. At least I know they’re both on our side.

      “Gemma?” Linda prompts. “What do you think?”

      All eyes turn her way. “I think this is way too much,” she admits in a soft voice. “It was a very thoughtful thing to do. Thank you.” Yeah, we’re in for it. No doubt. She couldn’t sound more formal and stilted if somebody had written it for her to recite.

      For now, though, I’ll take it. “You’re welcome.”

      “You’ll have to take us for a ride,” Odis adds, and I know there’s a double meaning to it. So does she. Her eyes narrow a fraction, but she’s smart enough not to say anything.

      “Well, if you do go for a ride, be safe. Linda and I are going out for dinner in the city, and we’ll probably stay the night.” Dad goes back inside and returns with a pair of bags which he loads into the back of his car while Linda kisses Gemma goodbye. Rather than see them off in the driveway, Gemma mumbles something about going inside before disappearing.

      She’s ours for the night. My brain’s buzzing like somebody upset a beehive in my head as we follow Gemma into the house. There are so many things we could do with this situation. So many ways to finally have her the way I know we’ve both wanted to for years.

      And no more barriers.

      Except her attitude, of course. She’s standing at the top of the stairs, glaring down at us with her arms folded. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she bellows, looking back and forth between us. “What is that? A bribe? Who gave you permission to take my car away?”

      “That’s a lot of questions all at once,” Odis points out in a smooth, untroubled voice. “Which one do you want answered first?”

      “Fuck you,” she spits, spinning on her heel and marching to her room. The door slams as we climb the stairs, and I unlock the door using the key she still hasn’t figured out sits above the frame. Maybe I’ll tell her about it one day, maybe I won’t.

      “Get out!” She throws a pillow at me, which I swat away. Like that was supposed to keep me out.

      “Would you let us explain before you throw a tantrum?” Odis was never the diplomatic one. Gemma’s eyes spit fire as she rushes him, fists out like she’s ready to use them. I step between them and take her by the wrists.

      “Chill out, okay? We get it. You don’t want charity. You don’t want to look like a gold digger because that’s the absolute worst thing a person could ever look like.”

      She tries to pull away, but I’m holding too tight. “Stop, okay? Remember the terms we set last night? I told you I’d pay for the repairs in exchange for you sucking me off. You did it. But the repairs weren’t worth it. Just because I have money doesn’t mean I’m trying to waste it on a piece of shit car.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe this isn’t your way of buying me?” She laughs a bitter sound. “Please. I’m not that gullible. You think you can buy me stuff, and I’ll spread my legs for you, right?”

      “No.” I pull her in until our bodies are flush. Maybe it’s sick, but it turns me on when she gets mouthy and feisty like this. “You’ll spread your legs for us because you like it. We buy you stuff because we want to. Did it ever occur to you that we might want to make you happy? That and your safety. That’s it. No ulterior motives.”

      She doesn’t say anything at first, her chest heaving, cheeks flushed. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything so sexy.

      “We want you.” Odis steps up behind her, sandwiching her body between ours. “That’s all. We don’t want to buy you because you can’t be bought. You’re better than that.”

      I see the uncertainty in her eyes. “What do you want, then?” Her voice is quieter now, breathier. Like she feels the subtle shift taking place while my brother and I have her pinned between us.

      I release her wrists in favor of taking her face in my hands. “I think you know what we want. And I think you want it, too.”

      Her lip curls in a sneer, but the gesture is halfhearted. “Don’t speak for me. I’m not going to let you hurt me.”

      There it is. She finally said it out loud. “We’re not going to hurt you. That’s the last thing either of us wants.” Meanwhile, Odis runs his hands down her sides, over her hips, as my hands slide over her jaw and down her throat. “We want you. Only you.”

      Her lips part as a flush creeps over her skin. It’s the way her eyelids lower that gives away how she’s really feeling. There’s lust in them—and uncertainty, still. She wants to believe me but is still scared.

      “Don’t worry.” I slide the straps of her tank top over her shoulders as Odis works his hands under it, cupping her tits. “After tonight, you won’t have any doubt about how we feel about you.”
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      I should stop them, shouldn’t I? This isn’t right. We shouldn’t be doing this.

      But it feels right. It feels incredible.

      Being with one of them is already sexy enough. Both at once is a whole other level. I don’t know where to turn my attention first. To Denver’s hands running down my arms, then over my hips? To Odis’ hands as they cup my tits? My body responds all at once—nipples hardening, my clit throbbing by the time Denver peels off my shirt, then starts on my shorts.

      I should stop them, but do I want to? Or do I want to see how far they can take me? Because right now, there’s nowhere else I want to be but here, between them. Letting them touch me, letting them fondle my tits and my ass. I want to give in, to give myself over to them.

      I want them to use me because I know I’ll end up being the winner in the end. They’ll do things to me I never would’ve dreamed, so long as I let them.

      Which is why I shimmy out of my shorts. Why I let Denver kiss me, then Odis, the two of them going back and forth while I lean against them for support. “Why don’t you lie down?” Odis suggests, leading me to the bed before he’s finished asking.

      This is better. They lower themselves beside me, one on either side, and now I can fully relax and let go as they start a slow tour of my body. Denver strokes the insides of my thighs as Odis fondles my tits, both of them kissing and licking my neck while I whimper in approval. I thread my fingers through their hair, holding their heads in place, lost to the lust they’ve stirred to life. I don’t care anymore if this is right. I only want it to keep going and never stop.

      “This is all we want.” I open my eyes partway to find Denver looking down at me while his fingers glide over my wet slit. “To touch you and taste you. To bring you pleasure. We want to take care of you.” His tongue darts over my bottom lip before he takes it in his teeth and bites just hard enough to make me gasp. It hurts, but it’s a good hurt, and soon the pain dissolves into deeper pleasure.

      “So wet for us.” Denver finds my clit and barely brushes his finger over the very tip. My hips jerk up, electricity sizzling my nerves. I don’t care how he got so good at this, so long as it means he knows just how to touch me. How to make me fall apart.

      When Odis slides two fingers deep inside me, I don’t think I can take anymore. This will kill me. It’s too good, too much, but even when I try to squirm away, it only makes them more determined. “Relax. Enjoy,” Odis whispers in my ear while stroking my hair with his other hand. He’s gentle but forceful as he fucks me with his fingers.

      “Let yourself feel,” Denver advises while continuing what feels like the sweetest torture. My awareness jumps back and forth—clit, pussy, their rasping breath in my ears, the heat from their bodies, the tightening of my muscles as an orgasm starts to build.

      I place my feet on the bed and spread my thighs wider, opening myself fully. “I think I’m going to come…” I gasp, throwing my head back, riding their hands when my body takes over.

      “Good. Come for us.” Denver kisses my cheek, my jaw, and chin before covering my mouth and dipping his tongue inside. That’s what finally pushes me over the edge, making me scream into his mouth while Odis chuckles softly in my ear.

      “That tight pussy of yours, squeezing my fingers.” I break the kiss with Denver, dazed, looking at Odis in time to watch him lick my juices off his hand. He closes his eyes, groaning like he’s never tasted anything so good. It’s dirty, erotic, unlike anything I’ve ever seen.

      “I want a taste.” Instead of dipping his fingers into my sopping folds, Denver moves down the bed while taking my hip in one hand and rolling me onto my side, facing him. He then drapes my leg over his shoulder and buries his head between my thighs.

      The world explodes again, and I come all at once, surprising all of us. I clench my legs, trapping Denver between them while Odis strokes my tits from behind. “Lucky bastard,” he says on a sigh, chuckling, while Denver continues licking me from my quivering hole up to my clit, and back down again.

      Somehow, I want more. It seems like it should be impossible, but I do. I want them in me, on me, all over me. I want them to take me as far as I can go, then a little beyond that. I want to know what I’m capable of, and they’re the ones to show me.

      Odis presses in from behind, rubbing his erect dick against my ass. I reach behind to touch it. His breath is hot on my neck when he sighs. “I want to feel you,” I manage to whisper as Denver continues eating me out. He’s breathing heavy, moaning, and I realize he likes it. He wants to do it.

      That thought is swept away when Odis’s cock touches my hand. I take it, gently but firmly and run my hand up and down its length. “My god,” he croaks, burying his face in my hair. I turn my head until our mouths meet, and he kisses me deeply.

      I’ve never felt this powerful. This sensual. Controlling their pleasure while they control mine. Knowing this is what they want, all they want. And they want it from me.

      It’s enough to make me reach down and raise Denver’s head from between my legs. “Come here,” I whisper while lifting my leg and draping it behind me, over Odis’ hip. Am I really doing this? I must be because here I am, guiding Odis’s dick between my swollen lips.

      “Are you sure?” He barely gets it out before I nod my agreement, and with a thrust of his hips, he drives himself in. I gasp from the force of it, from the way his thick member stretches me, fills me.

      Denver takes my face in his hands. “Taste yourself.” He runs his tongue over my mouth before touching it to mine, and I taste my juices on him. He’s rock hard, pressing against my leg while Odis takes his time with slow, steady thrusts. He opens his shorts and frees himself before rubbing the head over my clit.

      My nails dig into Denver’s shoulder, and I let out a cry that doesn’t sound like it came from me. The sound of raw lust unleashed, and the two of them respond to it. Odis moves faster, deeper, while Denver rubs my clit. “Look at me,” he orders in a rough voice, and my eyes fly open to find him staring at me. “Let me watch you come.”

      Just hearing him say it pushes me higher. My muscles tighten, gripping Odis until he can hardly move. He goes still just before I strain against him, almost at the finish, staring into Denver’s eyes. “Don’t you dare close them,” he warns, and all I can do is whimper brokenly before the wave crashes over me, and I go limp, sobbing with pleasure.

      When I come to, it’s Denver inside me. Denver slowly, deliciously fucking me while Odis runs his cock up and down my ass crack. I kiss him, then turn my head to kiss Odis. Back and forth, they take turns, kissing and fucking, fingering my clit when they aren’t inside me. It seems to go on forever, the way I wish it would, the three of us wrapped up together in a heap of sweaty legs and arms, the sound of my sloshing juices mixing with our heavy breathing.

      Until Denver’s thrusts become sharper, more frantic. “I want to come.” He’s losing control, his voice strained, his pace picking up. “I want to come inside you.”

      “Come inside me,” I beg, moving with him. The pleasure of watching him come undone is deeper than anything so far, more satisfying. He grits his teeth and slams into me hard enough to make me yelp every time our bodies crash together.

      “Fuck!” It’s a roar in my ears, and an instant later, he throws his head back as he coats my insides with his cum. I feel powerful, invincible. I wish I could hold him this way forever.

      But I can’t. Besides, Odis won’t let me. Denver falls back, exhausted, so Odis moves aside and rolls me onto my back. When he enters me, I’m shocked—his brother’s jizz is dripping out of me, but he doesn’t care. He fucks me harder than before, driving me into the mattress, and the dirtiness of it—being used like this, like I’m nothing but a fuck toy now—has me clawing his shoulders and back as one more orgasm begins to take hold.

      “Come with me,” he grunts, and I nod, working with him, grinding my clit against him, thrusting upward to meet his downward strokes, using him like he’s using me. Like an animal.

      By the time he comes with a roar like his brother’s, my body shatters into a million pieces, and I’m left floating somewhere far away, somewhere beyond my bedroom, beyond what’s right and wrong. Where all that matters is feeling.

      And I feel incredible.

      I also feel sore, wiped out. I can barely open my legs to let Odis out from between them. I hear them murmuring but can’t make out the words.

      The last thing I know is the sensation of a warm, wet cloth down there and Denver’s gentle whispers in my ear and kisses on my forehead as Odis cleans me up.

      I’m smiling by the time I pass out.
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      By the time I hear my brother walking down the hall toward the kitchen, I have everything pretty much ready to go. For the past hour, I’ve been juicing oranges, brewing coffee, washing, and cutting up fruit. There’s bacon sizzling in the oven, making my mouth water. Now the pancake batter is ready to pour, and the griddle’s hot. “You’re a lot of help,” I mutter as Denver pours himself a cup of coffee.

      “How was I supposed to know you were gonna get a hair up your ass and decide to make a big breakfast? Besides, you’re the domestic one.” At least he gets plates and stuff out of the cabinets and sets everything up on the island before calling up the stairs for Gemma to come down.

      She can’t pretend she didn’t have fun last night, though I’m sure she’ll try. This breakfast is sort of a bribe. Maybe if she sees how normal things can be, she won’t freak out so much.

      Besides, I want her to feel wanted. Both in and out of bed. I want to spend time with her—we both do. We both want her to be in our lives, which means doing dumb, boring things like having breakfast together.

      She takes her time getting downstairs. Denver’s already through his first round of pancakes before she appears in the kitchen wearing an oversized tee and sweatpants. What’s she doing, trying to hide her body now that we’ve seen, touched, and tasted it? “You’d better hurry up if you want any of these.” I flip a pair of pancakes onto a plate and push it her way rather than comment on her wardrobe.

      “Thank you.” She eyes the fruit, the bacon, and the fresh juice. “You really went out of your way.”

      “I figured you deserve it.” When she shoots me a guarded look, I grin. “Come on. Loosen up and eat. We never even had dinner last night.” Though something did get eaten. I’d add that part, but I’m not stupid. There are too many knives in this room for me to take my life into my hands.

      Her appetite wakes up in a hurry after she takes the first bite. “This is good.” What, did she think, they were poisoned? I sit down with my own stack and a handful of bacon. I deserve it after the work I put in last night.

      “I guess they decided to spend the night in the city,” she muses before sipping her juice. “I wonder when they’ll be back.”

      “Afraid to be alone with us?” Denver glances my way. “I thought we settled that.”

      “No, I didn’t mean it that way. I was just trying to think up something to say so we’re not sitting here in silence.” I doubt it, but it’s not worth arguing about.

      “There are plenty of things to talk about.” Denver looks out the window toward the pool. “Like how it’s the perfect day for the pool. Just the three of us this time.” He even holds up his right hand like he’s pledging.

      “No, thanks. I’ve had enough of the pool.” I can’t help but die a little inside. That’s my fault. How was I supposed to know?

      “We’ll teach you how to swim.”

      Gemma laughs—then looks at me and realizes I’m not kidding. “No way.”

      “Why not?” I raise an eyebrow. “Don’t trust us?”

      “You know the answer.”

      “Right. And there’s no reason for you to think that way.” When she rolls her eyes, I ask, “What, do you think we’d drown you in our own pool? Yeah, that makes a lot of sense.”

      “Especially after waiting for our parents to be out of the house.” Denver shakes his head like he’s disappointed. “You talk about us like we’re villains, but you don’t give us any credit.”

      “I never said you were smart villains.” She’s looking down at her plate, but I can see her mouth twitching like she’s trying not to grin.

      “Come on. We’re going swimming today.” I hold up my hand before she can say anything. “No more arguments.”
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      “Aren’t we supposed to wait two hours after eating?” Gemma stands at the edge of the pool, one arm crossed in front of her. She sucks her bottom lip under her teeth and bites down hard.

      “For one thing, we’re in the shallow end right now, so I think we’re okay.” I’m trying to be patient. I really am. “Nobody’s gonna make you go in the deep end until you feel ready. You can learn the basics on this end, where you’ll be able to put your feet down if you have to.”

      Even she must see how much sense this makes. She puts a hand down on the edge and hops in.

      Denver and I exchange a look. “Okay,” I start, turning toward the pool’s edge and putting my hands on the concrete lip. “First thing you have to learn to do is kick. You can hold on to the edge here and straighten your body out behind you.”

      She doesn’t even want to do that, but Denver offers to hold her up from underneath. “You’ve got to do it until you get comfortable. The only way you’ll be able to float is if you’re relaxed.” She makes him promise to keep his hands on her stomach and nowhere else before kicking off from the bottom of the pool and stretching her legs out behind her.

      “This is easier than I thought.” Pretty soon, she doesn’t need any help to hold her up, and her kicks are smoother than before.

      “Now,” I turn to her with my hands out, “do that while you’re holding my hands.”

      “Nope.” She clings to the wall like her life depends on it. “I’m not ready for that yet.” It takes a few minutes of us promising to hold her up before she reluctantly agrees. Even then, her hands are like claws, nails digging into my palms. I’ll put up with it for her sake—and if it means she’ll trust us from now on.

      I walk backward while Denver props Gemma up, though it doesn’t take long until she relaxes enough that he doesn’t need to. It reminds me of when we first learned to ride our bikes, and Dad had to hold on to the back until we found our balance. Denver pretends he’s supporting her, though, so she keeps kicking and letting me pull her along with me.

      It seems pretty silly, the two of us doing this with her, but after a while, I realize I’m actually having a good time. Watching her become more confident is satisfying in a way I never would’ve expected.

      “Watch the hands,” she warns Denver at one point.

      “You’re right. I’ve never touched your tits before. And it was an accident.” The look he gives me over the top of her head says it wasn’t. I can’t blame him.

      “If it’ll make you feel better, we can switch places, and Denver will hold your hands.” He’s obviously not a fan of the idea—but then neither is she.

      “No.” She lets go of me and stands on her tiptoes. “I don’t want to do that.”

      “You haven’t hardly learned anything.”

      “I know. I want to learn how to use my arms now so I can swim for real.” I’m so fucking proud of her, it’s ridiculous.

      It’s another half-hour or so before she ventures to the deep end, and even then, she makes us promise to paddle on either side of her, just in case. She reaches out for me a couple of times but recovers quickly enough.

      Now that she’s getting better at taking care of herself, my mind naturally moves toward her body. I can’t help it. She’s hot as hell in a bright red bikini that looks like it was made for her. The bottoms tie on both sides, and the devil on my shoulder reminds me how easy it would be to reach out and tug one side loose. I know my brother would do the same on the other side if he knew what I was thinking.

      Right, and you’d lose the little bit of trust she has in you now. I’m not used to common sense getting in the way of something I want, but I know that voice in my head is right. I can’t ruin what we’ve spent the past two hours building all because I want a glimpse of Gemma’s ass.

      “I’m getting tired.” She stops paddling, and I reach for her instinctively, keeping her afloat while she gets the hang of treading water.

      “You’ve worked hard. No wonder you’re tired. Maybe we should take a break.” Denver sounds like there’s something else on his mind, and I can’t blame him. Watching the water lap against Gemma’s tits is mesmerizing, plus I’ve got the pleasure of her squirming, slippery body bumping against mine, rubbing in all the right places.

      She wouldn’t have to tire herself out any worse than she already is. She’d only have to lie back and let us do the work.

      “Hey, you three!”

      There goes that idea. My head snaps around in time to see Linda striding out onto the patio with Dad right behind her. “Look at you, out in the deep end!” She beams down at Gemma while my father wraps his arms around her. It’s still weird seeing them like that, but it’s good that he’s happy. I can only imagine what it was like to have his wife walk out on him and leave two little boys behind when he didn’t have the first idea what our lives were about before then.

      It’s probably half the reason she left. More than half, even. How distant he always was, building his business, absorbed in it. Maybe obsessed with it. That’s no excuse for leaving us behind and never reaching out again, but I’m old enough now to understand there’s a lot about it I’ll never know.

      Now he’s happy, and while I didn’t know Linda before they got together, no woman walks around wearing a goofy smile all the time if she doesn’t mean it. I wish I could make Gemma smile like that.

      Gemma goes stiff in my arms a second before she pushes away from me. “They offered to teach me to swim today.” She treads water, demonstrating.

      “Great work, you two.” Dad might be overreacting a little, grinning at us like we just won some big award instead of teaching a grown person to swim. “You don’t know how good it makes us feel to see the three of you getting along.”

      Denver makes a grab for Gemma, hauling her in from behind for a hug. “We figured we might as well get along since you two will be on your way down the aisle soon.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t think you’d want us breaking out in a food fight at the reception.” I splash Gemma, and my brother splashes me back. Gemma’s smile is brittle, too bright, and it doesn’t reach her eyes. Not even close.

      “No, thank you!” Linda laughs. “Not with all the money we’ll be spending on Gemma’s dress. Which reminds me, sweetheart, we still have to go shopping. I won’t be able to sleep tonight if we don’t take care of that today.”

      “No problem.” Gemma wriggles out of Denver’s grasp and paddles her way to the ladder. “I can dry off and be ready whenever you are.” You’d think the pool turned to fire; she gets out so fast, then practically runs for the house.

      I look at Denver, who seems just as clueless as I am.

      What did we do wrong this time?
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      I’m already out of my bikini and wrapped in a bathrobe by the time the inevitable happens. I knew they’d follow me. I might as well be tied to the two of them. So long as we’re living under the same roof, I’ll never have a minute to myself.

      I should’ve left when I had the chance.

      “What?” I challenge when Denver walks into my room unannounced, followed by Odis. “Disappointed you couldn’t get here before I put my robe on? Sorry I was too fast for you.”

      He scowls at me. “What is it with you? One minute, everything’s fine. We’re getting along. We’re having fun.” He glances toward the bed, and there’s no need to guess what he’s thinking.

      “Don’t pretend you don’t have fun with us,” Odis chimes in. “If you’d chill out and stop telling yourself you have something to feel guilty for, you might enjoy it even more.”

      “Please, stop telling me how I’m supposed to feel, okay? You don’t know what I’m going through.” I close my robe a little tighter.

      “So tell us.” Denver tries to touch my hair, but I duck away before he can get close enough.

      “We care about you. Can’t you get it through your head?” Odis shakes his head with a disgusted look on his face. “You think we spent two hours getting pruny because we want to fuck you? Or because this is some big, extended prank on you?”

      “We were assholes to you, but that’s in the past.” This time, Denver corners me, so I can’t get past him. He reaches out and tucks a strand behind my ear before running his hand over my neck and shoulder. I hate the way my body responds to his touch, even something as simple and innocent as what he’s doing now. “We’ve been practically doing backflips to get you to believe us.”

      I duck my head since it’s hard to talk when I look into his eyes. It’s hard to think. “That’s not the problem. Not anymore. I didn’t know it until we were out in the pool, and they came home.”

      “What is it, then?” Odis stands next to Denver, and I can hardly breathe. My heart’s pounding, my hands are shaking, and the hairs on the back of my neck are standing up. This is the effect they have on me—and the worst part about it is how I don’t hate it nearly as much as I used to. Maybe not at all.

      “How am I supposed to be with both of you at once? Or even either of you? You’ll be my stepbrothers. I don’t know what we were thinking.” I raise my eyes and find them both staring at me like I lapsed into Greek. “This sort of thing doesn’t fly in the real world, you know? It’s complicated. People won’t—”

      “Who gives a fuck what people think?” Odis growls.

      “Our parents might. Ever think about that? And their friends. I’m sure it’s hard enough for my mom to fit in as it is. She doesn’t need rumors about her daughter screwing both of her new stepsons to make things any worse.”

      “You’ve gotta stop worrying so much about what people think.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one who had to hear what people thought every single day for years. I sort of got good at predicting what would happen next. I had to.”

      “But now you’re an adult,” Denver reminds me. “You can do what you want, and the rest of the world can deal with it. You can choose not to care.”

      Again, easy for him to say. “That’s not the only issue. What happens when I go back to Florida?” They’re both blank-faced. “I don’t want to spend the whole summer getting closer to you two, then have to go away. I’m glad you think this is all so easy, but it isn’t for me. It never has been.”

      I sit on the bed, and neither of them tries to stop me or block me. They don’t even try to touch me. Have I surprised them that much? They probably never thought about what happens once summer’s over. They’ve never had to do much thinking about the future or the consequences of their actions. Now they’re starting to see.

      “Gem?” Mom knocks on the door a second before opening it, giving the guys just enough time to back off before she looks around. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “You’re not interrupting anything.” I look at the guys. “I need to get dressed so we can go shopping.” They take the hint and leave, closing the door behind them. My hands are shaking so hard, it takes a few tries to button my shorts.

      Why did they have to make everything so complicated? Why can’t they see the big picture? I need to push it out of my mind if I don’t want Mom asking uncomfortable questions the whole way to the mall.

      She gives me a funny look when I meet her downstairs—the sort of look that makes my blood run cold. Did she hear anything when she was outside my bedroom?

      When we’re in the car, I decide to start the conversation, moving in another direction. “So, how was your night? Where did you two go to dinner?”

      “It was nice.” She glances my way as she drives. “It was a really lovely evening. Richard treats me like a queen. You know how long I’ve waited to find somebody like that?”

      “I do.” I love my dad. He is a great dad but even I knew he was a shitty husband. I think the only reason my mom stayed with him for as long as she did was because of me. “I’m really happy for you.”

      “You’re sure about that?” She gives me another glance, this time paired with a smirk. “You didn’t seem so happy at first.”

      “That was at first. I’ve gotten over it. All that matters is you’re happy, and he treats you well.” Even feeling as mixed up as I do, I mean that with all my heart. She deserves this life, and it obviously makes her happy.

      “I’d feel the same about you if the situation was reversed, you know.”

      I’m starting to feel like she knows more than she’s letting on, confirming my suspicions. My skin feels all creepy-crawly now like it’s too small for my body. I want to jump out of the car while it’s moving. “I hope you would,” I manage with a short laugh.

      “Even if the situation was… unconventional.”

      Yes, she knows. And I’m trapped in the car with her. Is that what this is all about? I stare out the window, wishing I was dead.

      She says, “I don’t mind, you know?”

      No way. “Don’t mind what?”

      “You know what I’m talking about.” When all I can do is stare at her with my mouth hanging open, she chuckles. “Listen. Richard and I had a long talk about this last night, though it’s not the first time the subject has come up. We’ve both seen the way the three of you are together. The way the boys look at you, the way you look at them. It’s obvious something is going on.”

      “You were talking about us?” I feel naked all of a sudden. Exposed. Filthy.

      “Don’t worry. I love you. Richard loves his sons. We’re about to combine our families—of course, we’d talk about you. And we’re in agreement.”

      “About what?” I croak.

      “About the three of you being in an unconventional relationship. Neither of us is going to stop you, should you decide to pursue that. You’re adults. So long as you come to an agreement and everybody’s happy, there’s no reason for us or anybody else to hold you back.”

      I’m dreaming. Or I drowned earlier and didn’t realize it until now. She can’t possibly be saying these things.

      She giggles. “Sorry if I shocked you, but I figured you’d better hear it now in case you’re worried about what either of us thinks. I don’t think I was fully decided until I saw the three of you in the pool. They took the time to teach you to swim today. They obviously care about you and want to protect you. I couldn’t ask for more—besides your happiness, which is always most important.”

      I want to tell her she’s wrong, but the truth is, I’m tired of denying things—denying what I want, how I feel. I don’t want to lie anymore. “What about the rest of the world?”

      “What about them?” She laughs. “It might be the privilege of middle age talking, but I finally figured out how little it matters what other people think. If I did, I never would’ve found Richard. I know what people probably say. How I’m not in his class, how we don’t belong together, how I must be a gold digger for marrying him so soon after we started dating.”

      We come to a red light. She turns to me, and she’s not laughing anymore. “I don’t care because I’m happy. He’s happy. We enjoy being together. I give him something he can’t get from any of those women in his so-called class. Those jealous bitches can fuck off.”

      Laughter bursts out of me before I can stop it, and she laughs, too. “Call it my new attitude. I even like myself better this way.”

      “So you wouldn’t care if people got weird about us?”

      “Not even a little. Neither would Richard.” The light changes, and she turns her attention back to the road. “All you have to worry about is whether you care.”

      Right. I wish I had a cute little quip of my own. All I can say is, “I need to think about it.”
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      “It’s been a week now.”

      “I know.” I roll my eyes while Odis paces my room. “I can count.”

      “How many times have you seen her?”

      “Maybe twice—and when I did, she ducked back into her room. It’s like she decided she lives in there now.”

      “Same here. She sees me and runs away.”

      When my brother turns around and starts walking again, I have to say something. “Could you not? You’ll wear a hole in the floor, for Christ’s sake. All this pacing isn’t helping anything.”

      The fact is, I’m as pissed and worried as he is. I’m better at hiding it, is all. “We have to find a way to make her talk to us.”

      “No shit. What did you have in mind?”

      The thing is if this was any other girl but Gemma, there would be no question in my mind. I wouldn’t care about her feelings, whether or not she wanted to see me, any of it. I’d do whatever I felt like, and that would be that.

      That’s why I’m at a loss here. How am I supposed to get through to her? It’s obvious she wants us as much as we want her. Not being with her this entire week has been torture. She’s right there, behind a door. So close, but so far.

      “Now that Dad’s out with Linda, we should try to talk to her,” Odis muses. They’re looking at venues and decorations and all that stuff. I overheard Gemma asking if she could go with them, but Linda said no. That she should stay home and enjoy herself. As if she’s enjoyed herself once in the past week.

      “She’s only going to slam the door in our faces.”

      “Then we kick the door down.”

      I roll my eyes again. “Right. That would totally get her to talk to us again.”

      He’s about to say something shitty—I can just tell—when there’s a knock on the door. We exchange a look before I go to answer. There’s only one person it can be. She must’ve heard us arguing about her.

      What I find when I open the door takes my breath away and makes my cock stand up straight. She’s barefoot, her hair hanging over her shoulders and back, wearing nothing but a nightgown so sheer she might as well wear nothing at all.

      “What are you doing?” What a stupid question but she sort of took me by surprise. She brushes past me into the bedroom, where Odis looks as stunned as I am.

      “I’m telling you I made a decision. I’ve done a lot of thinking over the past week.” Yeah, what else was there for her to do? “And I’ve decided I don’t care what anybody thinks.”

      “About being with us?” I want to believe it, but it seems too easy. Then again, has this last week been easy?

      Her head bobs up and down as she bites her lower lip. “I want to give it a try. We’d have to talk things out and set rules or whatever so nobody gets hurt, but I want to try.” Her cheeks go pink as she looks at me, then Odis. “Is that okay with you?”

      Is that okay with us?

      I answer by going to her, taking her face in my hands, and crushing my mouth against hers. She parts her lips and lets my tongue slide through while Odis lowers the straps of her nightgown. I step back to let it fall to the floor before pulling her in, my dick rubbing against her bare hip through my shorts.

      It’s like a dream. The best dream. She’s here, she’s with us, and she wants to be. Her hand curls around the back of my neck as the kiss deepens, our tongues moving together. When I open my eyes, I see her other hand is around the back of Odis’s neck while he kisses her neck, his hands roaming her body.

      I pull back, letting her turn her face toward him so they can kiss, while I latch onto the other side of her neck and lick a slow trail from earlobe to shoulder. She shudders, moaning into Odis’s mouth.

      “You’re ours,” he whispers before kissing her again, and her muffled moan of acceptance makes my erection jump painfully against my zipper. I shuck off my shorts and kick them to the side, then pull my shirt over my head. I want to feel her skin against mine.

      Odis pulls away, and I descend on her, nibbling her lips before kissing her chin, then her throat. She reaches between us and takes hold of my cock, and I could cry with relief when her hand moves down my shaft, then up again. She opens her eyes, and in them, I see lust. Desire.

      Trust.

      Odis has taken off his clothes and presses against her again from behind. She takes hold of him, too, stroking us in tandem while we play with her body. He slides a hand between her thighs while I take her perfect tits in my hands, molding and kneading them before lapping at her nipples. She closes her eyes and lets her head fall back against Odis’ shoulder, stroking us faster. The scent of her arousal is like a drug, wrapping itself around me, drawing me in until I’m on my knees in front of her.

      Odis takes her tits in his hands and plunges his tongue into her mouth while I spread her thighs slightly, just enough that I can probe her slit. She’s slick, hot, and the taste is just as exquisite as I remember. I lick slowly, deliberately, coating her lips with my saliva before parting them and delving deep into her pink folds.

      She takes my head in her hand and pulls my hair, grinding against my face, taking what she wants, confident enough to show me how she needs it. I let her use me while drinking up every drop of her juices.

      “You want to set rules? Rule number one,” Odis rasps over the sound of her moans, “we don’t stop until you’re satisfied. Every need you have, we want to meet. We’ll make you come again and again, as long as you can stand it.” She moans louder, bearing down on me, and I eagerly suck her clit between my teeth.

      Her hips jerk rapidly, losing the rhythm until finally, her body goes rigid as she lets out a broken cry. An instant later, a fresh spurt of pussy juice coats my chin. I lick her clean while she whimpers and shakes, then wipe my face while grinning up at her.

      “Rule number two,” I take my cock in my hand as I stand in front of her again, “you get one of us this hard? You’d better be ready to do something about it.”

      A wicked smile crosses her face while I take a seat on the edge of the bed, dropping a pillow on the floor in front of me so she can be comfortable. She slowly lowers herself, hands moving up my thighs, and I hold my breath as she takes me into her mouth.

      Fuck, yes. I close my eyes, sinking into the sensation of her hot, wet lips moving up and down my length. Her tongue swirls around my head before she plunges down again. Odis’s heavy breathing makes me open my eyes to find him behind her, stroking himself while playing with her ass. She moans around me, the pressure from her tongue increasing.

      I don’t know what’s hotter—what she’s doing to me or watching her being pleasured. When Odis lines himself up with her cunt and drives himself inside, the vibration from her moaning threatens to make me come. I hold on until it passes, then take her by the back of her head and set the pace according to Odis’s thrusts.

      Maybe it’s wrong, but nothing else has ever felt so right. She was made for us, made for this. And we were made to serve her. I know that now, the sound of her growing arousal drives me close to the edge again. I let her lift her head so she can breathe through her building orgasm, stroking myself to the sight of her lust-crazed expression, to the sound of her grunting with every slap of Odis’s balls against her clit. “I’m… I’m coming!” Her nails dig into my thighs, and I watch, spellbound, as bliss washes over her face.

      I need her. Now. She’s still trembling, gasping for air, while I stretch out on my back and hold out my arms. Odis helps her up, and she straddles me, guiding me inside her. “Ride my cock,” I groan, my head falling back as her still-twitching muscles grip me like a vice. “Come on it like you came on my face.” She moans in approval before rocking her hips, grinding her clit against my base.

      A brief smile passes between us as Odis climbs onto the bed, kneeling beside me. Gemma braces her hands against my chest and takes him into her mouth. “Oh, my god, you suck my cock so good,” he groans, and she moans in response.

      Her moaning gets louder when I raise my head, taking her tits in my mouth one at a time. Swirling my tongue around her nipples, sucking them, nibbling them, I relish the clenching of her pussy when I hit a spot she particularly likes. I want to learn everything there is to know about her body, to spend hours memorizing every inch of skin, everything that makes her tremble and moan. I want her to forget there are any other men in the world besides my brother and me.

      Because as far as we’re concerned, she’s the only woman there is.

      Her moans start to turn into squeals, and I know she’s close again. Odis does, too, and picks up the speed of his thrusts into her mouth. I reach between us, thumbing her clit while meeting her thrusts with the upward jerking of my hips. “That’s right,” I grunt, my teeth gritted as I try to hold on. “You’re ours. Our slut, our queen. You’ll use us. We’ll use you.” Her head bobs up and down as much as Odis will let it, holding onto her like he is.

      “You’re gonna make me come,” Odis warns, thrusting one more time before pulling out of her mouth. He takes his spit-coated cock in his hand and jerks it fast. “Open up.”

      She does, her tongue out, and an instant later, his cum splashes across it, then over her chin.

      When it does, her cunt squeezes me so tight I see stars. “Coming!” she manages to shriek an instant before it hits, and this time she takes me with her. I don’t have a chance. I shoot my load deep inside her cunt, her muscles milking every last drop from my balls before she collapses on top of me.

      For a while, there’s nothing but the sound of our breathing as the three of us come down from our high. A week of longing to be with her, fantasizing about everything we could do, was nothing compared to reality. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this satisfied. This whole.

      And once we’ve cleaned up, the three of us settle into my bed with Gemma in the middle. She’s worn out but smiling. “Is that what I have to look forward to from now on?”

      I look over her shoulder to where Odis nuzzles the back of her neck. There’s no question in my mind. “All that and more,” I promise before kissing her forehead.

      As we drift off to sleep together, I know nothing has ever been so right. We can face anything so long as we’re together.

      Because this is worth it. She’s worth it.
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      If a real-life Cinderella had a wedding, it would be a lot like this one. I keep wanting to pinch myself because deep down inside, it’s still hard to believe any of this is real. The champagne hasn’t stopped flowing. There’s an endless amount of food, and the music has everybody dancing the way they’ve been for hours. It’s now almost midnight, and it doesn’t look like the party’s about to end any time soon.

      Mom is so happy, she’s glowing. I get the feeling she’s a little overwhelmed, too. Still, she’s doing a good job of hiding it behind a wide smile and gracious acceptance of the many happy wishes extended by hundreds of people she’s probably never met before.

      One thing nobody could possibly gossip about—the way she looks. Like a princess, tasteful and sophisticated in a simple satin sheath that fits her like a glove. I’m sure some people expected her to look tacky and over-the-top. I hope they’re disappointed.

      “It’s my turn.” Odis cuts in on Denver when the song we were dancing to ends. Denver accepts this with a grin since, let’s face it, this isn’t the time to start a fistfight over who gets to dance with me next.

      It’s been this way all night, the two of them taking turns with me on the dance floor. Slow dances, fast, it doesn’t matter. They haven’t left my side for longer than the time it takes to get me something to eat, drink, or to find an empty chair so I can rest my aching feet. I’m not used to spending an entire day in heeled sandals, especially not the delicate pair Mom insisted I get to coordinate with my floor-length dress. It’s pale pink to match her cream-and-pink theme, and there are cream roses pinned in my simple updo. Between the way I’m dressed and the attention from my new stepbrothers, I feel like royalty, too.

      Not just tonight, either. Ever since I decided to stop caring about the past and about what other people think, they’ve pampered and treasured me to the point where I have to try to remember why I ever hated them. I finally gave up trying to remember since it only makes me unhappy, anyway. I’d rather enjoy the present moment and everything it has to offer.

      “How are you holding up?” Odis holds me close, his hand against the small of my back.

      I slump a little against him. “Honestly? I’m running out of steam.”

      He snickers. “Amateur. There are still hours of partying to be done.”

      “Maybe for you. Some of us had to be up at four this morning for a mani-pedi before hair and makeup. Then pictures. Then—”

      “I get it, I get it. And all we had to do was roll out of bed.”

      “Exactly.” We share a laugh, and for maybe the thousandth time, I can’t help but compare the way things are now to the way they used to be. Even in my wildest dreams, I couldn’t have pictured dancing in either his or Denver’s arms at a wedding or any other occasion. Not unless they were pranking me.

      “You look incredible.” He leans in, his lips brushing my ear. “Good enough to eat.”

      Looks like I’m not too tired for some things. Heat flares to life in my core even as I try to laugh it off. “Come on. We promised to play nice tonight, didn’t we?” In other words, no getting handsy—Richard’s word, not mine. He doesn’t usually set rules, but he did for today, all because he wants it to be perfect for Mom.

      “I’m playing nice. If I wasn’t, I’d drop to my knees right now and work my way under that dress.” He grins with a wicked look in his dark eyes. “Or throw you over my shoulder and announce to everyone in earshot that I intend to fuck you until you pass out.”

      “I don’t think it would take long for me to pass out tonight.” Though I do let my hand wander over his ass before moving it up his back. His growl makes me giggle.

      The song comes to an abrupt end, and when we turn to find out why, I see Denver standing in front of the band with a microphone in hand. He looks like a million bucks tonight, just like Odis. Both of them know how to wear a tux, and the sight of them makes my mouth water. I’m the luckiest girl in the world.

      Odis leaves me standing in the middle of the floor, surrounded by guests, as he steps up to join his brother. “As co-best men, we wanted to make a little speech,” Denver begins with a charming grin. There’s a smattering of applause all around. I find Mom and Richard standing together by the six-tier cake, wearing identical smiles.

      “I always told myself any woman who wanted to be with my dad would have to get through me first.” Denver looks at Odis, who nods. “We both felt that way. We’re protective of anybody we love. We didn’t want anything but the best for him.”

      Odis takes the mic. “Turns out, he found the best—and he was smart enough to recognize it. Her, I should say. Linda, we’re both proud to welcome you to our family.” I look over in time to see her brush away a tear.

      It’s Denver’s turn again. “Dad and Linda, you taught us a lesson neither of us will forget.”

      His eyes scan the crowd before landing on me. “When you find the person you love, you don’t let them go. No matter what.” Odis nods slowly, also staring at me. Neither of them bothers to hide it.

      Neither do I. Because they’re right. Love is worth holding onto, no matter the so-called obstacles in the way. I know neither of them will ever let me go.

      And I don’t want them to.
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      Hating someone while lusting after them only adds fuel to the fire.

      

      Raylee Silver’s life has been anything but normal. She’s the daughter of a notorious gang leader. She never realised just how notorious he was.

      

      Raylee’s world is thrust into chaos as she comes to terms with losing someone close to her as well as dealing with the revelations about her family.

      

      Malcolm Gallagher is out for revenge, he’s seen the evil that the Silver gang have wrought. He has the perfect person to use to get what he wants. Raylee.

      

      Except he was never meant to fall for her.

      

      When things come to a head, Malcolm’s going all-in to protect the woman that he loves. But what happens when her family finds out?

      

      Can Malcolm save her before or will the Silver gang take yet another life?
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      “That woman,” Ma spits at me as I enter her hotel suite. Her chest heaving as she paces the room. “How dare she talk to me like that? Does she not know who I am?”

      Watching a heavily pregnant woman pace is never on my list to do, but yet here I am. I grind my teeth knowing that this conversation isn’t going to be good. My mam is selfish, she doesn’t give a fuck about anyone, but herself. I’ve known that since I was old enough to realise it.

      She has been cheating on my da for years. She’s a bitch. God fucking forgive me, but she truly is. I despise the woman and the only reason I put up with her is because she birthed me and as much as my da hates her, he doesn’t want us to not have her in our lives. I call bullshit, but for him, I make the time to deal with whatever meltdown she’s having.

      I stand against the wall, my arms crossed, I won't be staying long. “Ma, that’s your daughter-in-law,” I tell her knowing that she’s talking about Melissa, Danny’s wife. “She’s also carrying your grandchild and if you didn’t notice, there’s nothing you can say that’s going to tear Danny boy away from her. So just get over whatever the fuck this snit is.”

      She gasps, her hand going to her chest as though I’ve shocked her. I doubt anything can. “You were always a little shit.”

      I fight the smirk, she’s a liar, I’m the only one that gives her the time of day. Danny can’t be arsed dealing with her bullshit and constantly dodges her calls. Ma never calls our sister, Holly, either. I’m fucking grateful she doesn’t. Holly’s been Ma’s personal, verbal punching bag for too long. She made my sister believe she was fat and Holly was starving herself. Thankfully, Ma wasn’t around much when we were growing up and I put a stop to that shit; I made sure she ate. I would watch as she did it. Soon enough, Holly realised that Ma was never going to be happy no matter what Holly looked like and started to ignore her.

      “You’re a bastard, Malcom,” she spits, her lips twisting into a snarl.

      I shrug, “You say the same about Da.”

      The smug smile she has on her face has my entire body going solid. Nothing good ever comes from her smiling. She thrives off trying to hurt people. “You know, your ‘father’ is a fucking stupid man.” She uses her fingers to quote father.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      The triumph that flashes in her eyes makes me want to turn and leave, knowing that she’s just going to push until she’s gone too far. “He has no clue what goes on under his roof.” The stupid grin has my jaw grinding. “Hell even Chloe knows what’s going on.”

      Chloe is my thirteen-year-old sister. “You mean that you’re a fucking tramp that sleeps with anything that walks?” I snap and watch in satisfaction as her eyes widen. “You didn’t think I knew that? Well, we all do.”

      She waves her hand dismissively at me. “Your father knows about my extra marital affairs. What he doesn’t know is just how many of you brats aren’t his.”

      I roll my eyes. Oh, here we go, she’s got some fucking revelation to make.

      She scoffs, “Don’t believe me?”

      “Ma, we all know that Chloe, Mary, and the baby you’re carrying aren’t Da’s.”

      “Yes, of course your father knows about those, but he doesn’t know about you.” My gaze snaps to hers at her words and the bitch fucking laughs. “Oh, poor Mal, didn’t you always wonder why you didn’t look like your good ol’ da? He’s not your fucking father, that’s why.”

      “I’m done,” I tell her and watch as her face pales and her mouth parts in shock. “You’re on your own, bitch. I've got more important things to do. Don’t fucking contact me again.”

      I leave her suite and close the door behind me. God, she’s even fucking worse than I thought. I make my way to the hotel exit and reach for my cell. I hit dial on my right-hand man, Christian’s, number.

      “Hey, how did it go?” he asks as soon as he answers.

      “Danny boy’s now a happily married man and I have a niece or nephew that’s due in about four months. So grand. How did the takeover go?”

      I left Christian in Spain while I flew to England to be at my brother’s wedding. Of course Danny boy couldn’t have a wedding that took months to organize. No, my brother had a one night stand that resulted in a pregnancy and had a quickie marriage.

      “Good, the women were glad to be out of there.” The anger in his voice isn’t new.

      We’ve been slowly but surely taking over mainland Spain. There’s only Andalusia left to take over, but that’s currently run by the Silver family. Everything that we’ve learned about the Silver family is that they’re arseholes. They rule with an iron fist and take more than what they should. They’ve ruined the region of Andalusia and have taken women from their homes and placed them into whorehouses.

      “Are they all shut down?” While I understand that there are always going to be whorehouses, I do not agree with taking women and putting them to task against their wills. If that’s the job they chose, then so be it. If it’s not, then they shouldn’t work there. It’s quite simple.

      “Yes, all shut down. The women are all bruised up and hooked on drugs.”

      Fuck. No wonder he’s pissed. Harry Silver is a dead man. Drugging women to make them pliable to do whatever the fuck you want is a no-no and Harry is about to find out what happens when you get on the wrong side of a Gallagher.

      “Then the Silver’s drug trade has just come to an end.”

      The chuckle that Christian releases has me smiling. “I’m on the first flight back. I’ll see you in a few hours.” The sooner my feet are on Spanish soil the better.

      “All right, boss, I’ll keep you updated.”

      I end the call and go in search of my da; it’s time to say goodbye.

      My gut is heavy, no matter what the fuck happens, I’ll never tell Denis Gallagher about this shit. As far as I’m concerned he’s my da and that’s the way it’s going to stay.
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      “So, you’re the bigshot.” The rumble comes from my left, I don’t glance at him. I already know who it is. The man has made a name for himself in the southern parts of Spain. Harry Silver. The Englishman is flash and arrogant. I’ve done my research on him when I started moving my operations into his territory. “You’re playing a dangerous game, son, one that’ll get you killed.”

      I’ve heard the same shit time and time again. People see my youth and think I’m someone they can trifle with. Well I’m not. I’m far from it. I wasn’t brought up that way. My da made sure that me and my brother knew who we were going to be from a young age. I used to sit on my da’s knees as he conducted his business, Danny and I learned from the best and we strived to become the same.

      “Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, Harry,” I comment, still not looking at the arsehole. I don’t owe him any respect, if he had come into this small diner and acted like a man, sat down and shot the shit with me, it would have been fine. Instead, he’s acting like a bastard and that’s not going to get him anywhere.

      He slides into the booth opposite me and it’s only then that I look at him. His greying hair slicked back, his face red from where he’s been in the sun too long, the lines on his face show his age.  His suit isn’t tailored as it hangs from his body. He’s an arsehole playing a mobster. Such a fucking joke.

      “Want to tell me what the fuck you think you’re playing at?” He sneers at me across the table.

      I merely raise a brow, I will not be baited or goaded into losing my cool. “Want to take a breath and then we’ll have a conversation.”

      His lips thin as he glares at me. Well now, it seems as though arsehole Harry doesn’t have anyone who talks back to him. Oh well, he’s going to learn that he is not in charge here. Fucking prick.

      I watch with a smirk as he fights back his anger. “You took down three of my fucking whorehouses.”

      “Was that supposed to be a question?” I ask, wondering if he’s here because he found out about the ban I put on the drugs going through his territory, or if he’s here because of the women.

      “You took my women, you stopped the drugs. What else have you done?” he snaps, his face growing redder with each word.

      “Well that remains to be seen.” As of yet, I haven’t done anything else. But this conversation has pissed me off enough that I’ll be sure to fuck with him even more just for the hell of it.

      His eyes narrow in on me. “Let’s be very clear,” he sneers at me. “You do not come into my territory and try to assert yourself as the new boss. You are not. It is mine and mine alone. Do you understand me?”

      I smirk at the arrogant arsehole. “No, Mr. Silver. If I want it, I will take it. You are not going to stop me.”

      He starts blustering and I rise from my seat, this conversation is of no use to me anymore.

      “Dad?” I hear the husky tone and see a beautiful woman striding towards me, a red dress that clings to her breasts and falls to the floor, her brown hair tied up at the top of her head with a few tendrils framing her face. She’s got streaks of blonde going through her hair and I can’t help but wonder what it would be like wrapped around my hand as I pounded into her. “Dad,” she says again as she walks past me and stops at the table I just vacated.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Raylee? Hmm?” The arsehole snaps at her, his hands going around her wrist and he yanks hard on it. “What is so bloody important?”

      She hisses out a breath and wrenches her arm from his grip. “Bentley’s been arrested, thought you’d want to know.” She turns on her heel and walks away, not before her gaze rakes over my body, and then she dismisses me with a sneer.

      Oh… Seems as though Harry’s daughter doesn’t like me.

      Well, this is going to be fun.
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      “That motherfucking arsehole,” Bentley growls as soon as we enter the house. Yet again I’m resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

      My family is dramatic at the best of times. Bentley takes after my dad, there’s always something to piss them off. They’re always gearing up for a fight. Bentley's temper is the worst and Dad knows it so he does everything in his power to rile him up.

      “What's going on now?” I ask, as I send a text message to our older brother, Wayne. Letting him know that we’re home and Bentley’s been released without charge.

      “That fucking Irish bastard,” he spits. “Dad’s going to go ballistic when he finds out what that prick has done.”

      I lift my head and raise a brow. “Care to elaborate?” I ask, knowing that he’ll never tell me. I do not get involved in the family business just as my mum doesn’t. It’s the way of life. Women are to be seen and not heard. Something I have a severe problem adhering to. I have a big mouth and I don’t always tend to think before I speak. But luckily enough, my family is used to it and, so far, I’ve managed to curtail my sassiness to just my family.

      He runs his hand through his hair, he’s aggravated. “No, you do not get involved in this business.”

      “Dad’s pissed that you were arrested, have you spoken to him since they released you?” Dad has the best legal defense money can buy and Bentley didn’t spend more than four hours being interrogated.

      “No, but he’s got more important things to worry about. Namely, that motherfucking arsehole, Malcolm,” he growls and starts to pace.

      Ah, the ever present Malcolm Gallagher. Something that has been the main topic of conversation for the past six months. He’s gotten inside each and every single one of my family's heads. My dad in particular. In the past three years, Malcolm has become one of the biggest players in Spain. His family has made a splash worldwide. Their business is expansive. Malcolm heads up Spain, his father, Denis, heads up Ireland and Northern Ireland. The eldest son of Denis is the leader of the United Kingdom, and then the rest of the family are located in the US. They’re a force to be reckoned with.

      Dad has had a hard on for Malcolm since he heard that the Irish arsehole was expanding further into mainland Spain. Dad knew it was only a matter of time before they butted heads. I guess the time has come, the Gallaghers are here to take over my father's territory.

      Today has just been one huge mess after the other. I woke up to my dad shouting and my mum trying to calm him down. Of course that didn’t work, and since then the hits have kept on coming. Yet something about seeing Malcolm Gallagher, stirred feelings inside of me. Hatred, yes, but also emotions that I haven’t felt before. Almost like a longing. I’ve vowed to steer clear of the ruggedly handsome Irish man. He’s bad fucking news and there’s no way I'm getting tangled up in that mess.

      “What’s wrong with you today, anyway?” Bentley asks. Out of my five brothers he’s the one that I’m closest to, even if he has got anger issues.

      “I wasn’t accepted into Sorbonne Université.” I try to make my voice sound even, but it doesn’t work, sympathy seeps into Bentley’s eyes. “It’s fine, I was just hoping that I could get away from here for a bit.”

      His lips thin as his eyes narrow. “What do you mean get away? Go where?”

      Fuck. Wrong thing to say.

      “Do you know how hard it is to be seen as Raylee? Not Harry Silver’s daughter. Or the crazy arsehole’s sister. I hate people, Bent, I fucking hate them because no one ever wants to know me. They all want to get close to you and the boys, or Dad.”

      Tears sting my eyes and I will them not to fall. I should be used to this shit. It’s been happening for most of my life. I’m seen as the weak link in the family, I’m the one that guys try to sleep with in hopes of becoming part of the Silver organization. I’m tired of it.

      “Who?” he barks out, causing me to glare at him. He should know damn well that tone does not work on me. “Raylee, please.” He softens his voice and crap, I always give in to him when he’s sweet. “Who’s treating you like this?”

      “It doesn’t matter who, Bent, they all do it.”

      The front door opens and I sigh when I see Wayne, Francis, Jake, and Kiro walk in, Dad strolling in behind them.

      “Did we interrupt something?” Jake questions as he glances between Bentley and I.

      “Raylee wants to move out.” Bent announces and I gasp, the traitorous bastard!

      “What the fuck?”

      “Why the hell would you want to do that?”

      “Not fucking happening.”

      “Over my dead body.”

      “Keep dreaming.”

      Those are the responses that I get from my family. God, no one can talk one at a time, they all just scream over each other.

      “God, will you please stop!” I plead with them. “I didn’t say I was moving out. I applied for college.”

      They all blink at me, their expressions morphing from pissed off to impressed. Dad nods, “That’s good, baby, so where are you going?” The smile he has is solely reserved for me, as much as my father gets angry he has never hurt me, he’ll deny it until his dying breath, but I’m his favourite.

      “Nowhere, yet. The college I applied for turned me down.”

      Dad’s eyes narrow. “Well that’s fucking bullshit. Anyone who turns you down is a fucking moron. Don’t worry, Ray, there’ll be better places.”

      “You should ask her where she applied…” Bentley inputs and I ball my fists up. God, the arsehole is seriously pushing me today.

      Mum walks into the house and comes to an abrupt stop, she does a sweeping glance around the room and narrows her eyes in on Bentley.

      “What?” Great, Dad’s back to his overprotective stance again. “Where did you apply?”

      “Sorbonne Université in France,” I tell him and brace for impact. I had it planned. Gabby and I were going to go live in France, to get away from the shit we have to deal with here. It would mean leaving our families behind, but we could deal with that, what we’re dreading is leaving Mayer behind. The three of us have been best friends since we were kids, we’re like the Three Musketeers.

      “Why the hell would you want to go there?” His brows furrow as he stares at me perplexed. “Ray, you don’t even know how to speak French.”

      I gape at him. Is he for real?

      It’s Mum that corrects him. “Actually, she does. Not only does our daughter know how to speak French—fluently, I might add. She can also speak Spanish, German, and Italian. Not to mention English. Now, what the hell is going on?” The bite to her tone has every single one of us standing taller. It’s never, ever good to piss off your mum.

      I decide that it’s better for me to talk first, my brothers are great at twisting shit. “I got my rejection letter from the college and Bentley here is trying to get Dad off his case for being arrested by making it out that I’m packing up and leaving.”

      Bentley sucks in a sharp breath. Ha, two can play at this game and I’m a hell of a lot better than he is at it. I had to perfect it from a very young age. Having five older brothers—all of whom are overprotective, I learned to be sneaky and underhanded, as well as play the innocent victim.

      “You were arrested?” Mum asks harshly. Her nostrils flaring as she crosses her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowing in on the youngest of the brothers. “Why?”

      Bentley runs his hand through his hair. “They have nothing on me,” he says as though that’s an explanation.

      “Not what I asked,” Mum snaps. “Harry, start talking!”

      Dad gives Mum a look, something passes silently between them. The love that they have is unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed from anyone else. I want that love too. I want to find a man that’ll love me the way my father loves my mother. “Antonella…” he says and it’s that tone that Mum and I hate, the one where he’s going to reprimand us.

      I know that my father is no saint. I don’t know the full ins and outs of what he does, but I’ve heard the horrific stories. I don’t want to find out if they’re true or not. To me, he’s not the mobster, he’s not the animal that he’s portrayed, to me, he’s my father. The man that loves me without a shadow of a doubt. The man who has protected me my entire life and it may be selfish and naïve, but that’s the way that I want it to stay. In this house, Dad is just that. A dad, a husband, a man.

      “Right,” Mum says, clapping her hands. “I’m going to start getting dinner ready. I want no more talk of Raylee moving, but if she’s accepted into college, she’ll be going.” Her stern tone brooks no arguments. “Bentley, you need to stay out of trouble. I do not need the stress of you being in prison.”

      He nods, looking slightly annoyed, “I’ll try.”

      Dad grins, “That’s all we can ask. Now, instead of your mum slaving away over a hot stove, we’re going out for dinner. I’m calling Ramos’ to get a table. Get dressed, all of you.” He waves his hand to dismiss us and turns to Mum, pulling her into his arms.

      The two of them start kissing before any of us leave the room. God, those two act like teenagers most of the time.

      Dinners with the entire family tends to be rowdy and annoying, but also, I love them. As much as I despise how overprotective the males in my family are. I adore each and every one of them, just as they do me. We’re a close knit family and we protect one another.

      Malcolm Gallagher has messed with the wrong family. There’s nothing my dad won’t do to ensure our safety and future.
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      It’s been two weeks since I dismantled the Silvers’ main businesses and they haven’t retaliated, yet. I’m not stupid, I know that they’re concocting a plan to try to bring me down. But that’s not going to happen. I would have left them alone had they conducted their business correctly, but they don’t and I won’t stand by and watch as women are forced to service men for the mere fun of it. Fuck no. I wasn’t brought up like that and I won’t tolerate it either.

      “Boss…” Christian says as he steps into my office. His expression is stony and his jaw tight.

      I’m up on my feet before he continues his sentence. The one thing I respect Christian for above all else, is his ability to be closed off, it takes a hell of a lot for the man to show his rage and for him to be doing that now, it tells me that something’s happened.

      “What’s happened?” I demand, moving towards the door.

      “The shipment we had going out today has disappeared.”

      I don’t stop, my feet moving faster than before. “How the fuck does a fucking truck just vanish?”

      I already know who’s behind this shit and they’re going to regret it.

      “It moved towards Valencia and then it was gone. It hasn’t been picked up on any CCTV since. In any fucking direction,” Christian snarls. “Which means, those fuckers knew the route and have either turned the delivery driver or have overpowered him.”

      I nod, having already come to that conclusion. “Find that fucking truck,” I snap, pissed that this is even happening. “What about the other deliveries?”

      He whips out his phone and makes a few calls, once he’s finished, he’s smirking, which has my anger slowly receding.

      “The one heading to your father is already in the UK, heading towards Holyhead. The one going to your brother is almost to the Channel Tunnel.”

      Thank fuck for that. “Who’s shipment was taken?”

      “Funnily enough, that was a shipment that was staying here in Spain, the one we use as a decoy in case the cops get a whiff of the operation.” Ah, so that’s why he’s smirking. “That particular truck had about five hundred Euros worth of product on board.”

      Whereas both the trucks that are on the way to my father and Danny have around about twenty million worth of drugs onboard.

      “How would you deal with the Silvers, Christian?” I ask knowing that my right-hand man is a sadistic son-of-a-bitch and will want his pound of flesh.

      His grin no doubt matches mine. “We hit him where it hurts.”

      I still, “I’m not taking his wife.” I don’t do that shit unless I absolutely have to. He stole five hundred grand worth of product, that does not equate to me taking his wife.

      “I wasn’t talking about the wife. The daughter on the other hand…”

      “I’m not fucking kidnapping anyone.” Christ. What the fuck is with this guy? He knows we don’t do this shit.

      His grin widens, “Boss, I wasn’t talking about kidnapping her. I was merely suggesting you fuck with her instead. The Silver men are extremely protective of her. Finding out that you’re fucking with his daughter. Well…” he lets the words hang in the air.

      If they find out that I’ve been tormenting his daughter, he’ll lose the plot and start a war. Sounds fucking perfect.

      “Find out everything you can about the daughter. I want to know every detail. Where she goes, who she sees, what fucking size clothes she wears. Not a detail to be missed out.”

      Christian smirks. “On it. I’ll have Greg work on it, knowing him, he’ll have it for you by tomorrow.”

      “I want to know where she is now.” It’s time to start getting into the Silvers’ heads.

      Thirty minutes later, I’m walking into a shitty dive bar. Loud music, cheap booze, and drunken arseholes. The Intel I received told me Raylee Silver’s here. As soon as I hit the bar, a woman saunters over to me, her hips swaying and her lips pouty. She’s beautiful, but not my type. I brush her off with a dismissive look and that pout turns into a snarl. Yeah, definitely not my type.

      Christian takes the seat at the bar beside me, “I’ve done a sweep and she’s sitting in the back booth with a man and a woman. I’m fairly sure that’s Mayer Banks that’s with her.” He tips his head in the direction where Raylee is sitting.

      Of course when I look in that direction she’s surrounded by men. Raylee may be the daughter of an arsehole, but she’s gorgeous. I just can’t help but wonder how much like her old man she is? Especially as she’s with Mayer. That man is just as bad as her father, maybe even worse.

      I order a drink and ignore the wary glances that I’m receiving from those that know who I am. I’m not here to cause a fight, I’m here for one specific reason. Taunting Raylee. Letting her know that she’s not safe from me. That her family isn’t.

      When I’m done with Raylee, she’s going to know what it means to get on the wrong side of a Gallagher.

      “We have movement,” Christian mutters so that only I can hear him.

      My mouth waters as I watch her walk towards the bar, a bright smile on her face. The red dress plastered to her body as though it was sculpted for her. The dress ties around her neck, leaving her shoulders bare, a script tattoo on her left shoulder, but she’s too far away that I can’t make out the words. The dress hits a couple of inches above her knees, leaving those amazing fucking legs bare. My gaze moves to her feet and she’s wearing red heels. Damn, the woman has a thing for the colour red.

      As she hits the bar, I see the very moment she spots me. Those golden-brown eyes of hers sharpen and her lips curl up at the sides. Why the hell do I find that fucking sexy?

      “Problem?” I drawl, my Irish accent thick and heavy.

      She runs her gaze over me before shaking her head. Once again, dismissing me. Damn, this woman has balls. She orders her drink from the bartender and turns back to face me. “So, you’re Malcolm Gallagher.” The absolute disgust in her voice has me smiling. “Something funny?” she queries with a raised brow.

      “You are, darling,” I fire back and her lips purse.

      She narrows her eyes. “I am not your darling,” she snaps.

      This could be a hell of a lot easier than I thought.

      “Hmm. So, you’re the princess of the Silver family.”

      She shrugs, not in the least bit perturbed. “Yeah, so?”

      She’s staring at me as though she’s not afraid. Doesn’t she know that I’m her worst motherfucking nightmare?

      “I’m merely curious,” I begin and watch as she tenses. Her eyes narrowing and her fingernails digging into the palms of her hands. “How similar to your old man are you?”

      The slow smile that plays on her lips has my dick stirring. “Oh, Mally, wouldn’t you like to know.”

      I resist the urge to grind my teeth. I fucking hate that name. I haven’t heard it since I was a child, it was something my ma used to call me until I told her to stop. I wink at her and the smile she has freezes on her gorgeous face. “Does he sell you too?”

      Her knuckles go white and I’m surprised that blood hasn’t started to trickle from her palm with the force she’s clenching her hands But I see the confusion from my question in her eyes. “What do you want?” she snarls.

      I’m fucking impressed by her. She hasn’t cowered back in fear, instead she’s looked me dead in the eye and gone toe to toe with me. Hell not even my men can do that.

      “You, later…” I tell her and watch as the anger fires behind those magnificent eyes. “But until then, I’ll just enjoy fucking with you.”

      She steps up to me so that she’s in my space, her lips inches from mine. I now realise that her tattoo says ‘Love, Cherish, Honor.’ She smells like wine and strawberries. My dick is rigid; I want to drag her to the bathroom and fuck her senseless.

      “Malcolm.” Her voice husky as her lips brush against mine. “There’s absolutely no way in hell you’ll ever fuck with me.” Her finger trails across my jaw. “But it’ll be fun to watch you try.”

      My hand clamps around her waist and I pull her closer to me. There’s no way she can’t feel how hard I am. “Wanna bet about that?” I ask, my lips brushing against the outer shell of her ear. I feel the shivers run through her body. “I bet that when I have you, you’ll ignite like fireworks. That it’ll be wild and passionate.”

      “You must think you’re God’s fucking gift,” she says loudly. “You’ll never get me beneath you. You think I’m stupid? I’m just a tool for you to get to my family.”

      Smart, sexy, and confident. She’s the full fucking package. Too bad she’s the daughter of a fucking animal.

      She takes a step back, her smile as bright as it was when she walked over here. “Why don’t you two gentlemen have a wonderful evening. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again.” She reaches for her drink the bartender left on the bar and walks away. Not once does she glance back.

      “Well fuck me,” Christian gripes. “I don’t know about you, but that woman is fucking lethal. Sexy, confident, and she’s not afraid of you.”

      My dick is harder than it’s ever been. One thing is for sure, I will get to her and when I do, I’m going to fuck her so hard that she’ll be screaming my name and then, I’m going to break her.
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      My legs are unsteady as I walk back to the table. Gabriella takes one look at me and her eyes narrow. My best friend knows me better than I know myself sometimes. I push my way past the throng of people who are gathered at our table. Mayer always seems to attract a crowd wherever he goes. I’m pretty sure that’s down to his father and mine being best friends. Mayer’s father, Ashton, is my father’s right-hand man.

      “What happened?” Gabby hisses as soon as I sit down. “I saw you talking to that guy, what did he do?”

      I shake my head as I try to calm the hell down. God, I’ve never felt so thrown by a guy before. I’ve never had someone stare at me with such want and need, yet, have such hatred for me. “It’s fine,” I tell her, “we’ll talk about it later.”

      She stares at me for a beat, her gaze scrutinizing. “Fine,” she huffs, “but don’t think I’m letting this go. I want to know what that prick did to you. You’re never ruffled and that’s exactly what you are now.”

      She’s right. Growing up surrounded by five overprotective brothers I’ve learned to hide my emotions as best as I can. The only people I ever let my guard down around are those that I love. I’ve been used so many times that I no longer trust anyone. So to ensure that I don’t get hurt, I shut myself off, keep my emotions hidden. That’s worked well, until him. Malcolm. Seems as though the man has a superpower. Pissing of the Silver family members.

      “So, who is the hot bastard?” she questions as I finally begin to regain my composure.

      I reach for my drink and take a sip, loving the coolness that hits my throat. “That,” I say with a smirk, “is Malcolm Gallagher.”

      Gabby’s eyes widen and she glances towards the man in question. “Holy shit. No one said that the man was a sexy arsehole.”

      I nod, yeah, that’s something a girl should have been warned about. Malcolm is beyond hot. The man is ruggedly handsome, his voice is gravelly and has the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. When he whispered into my ear, it took everything in me not to whimper.

      “You doing okay, Ray?” Mayer asks as he reaches for his beer, his gaze moving around the bar, he’s always looking for danger.

      “Yep, just glad to be out of the house. I thought Dad was going to have a heart attack when I said I was going out.” That was an argument I could have done without, thank God for Mum, she made Dad see sense.

      Gabby laughs, “I for sure thought he was going to have your brothers chaperone us. God, does anything say cock blocker more than those five, burly bastards?”

      Mayer grins, he’s in a good mood today. It’s been a while since I’ve seen him so at ease. He’s working for Dad, he’s part of the organization and I know that whatever he’s seen and done weighs heavily on him. “Sorry, ladies, but tonight, I’m your cock blocker. I’ve promised your fathers that you’ll go home, alone.”

      I narrow my eyes at him, but he just smiles wider. “I’ll get you both another drink, it’s the least I can do for spoiling your fun.”

      “He looks better,” Gabby comments once he’s out of earshot. “Do you think it’ll last long?”

      I shake my head, it pains me to say this. “No, tomorrow will come and he’ll have to do more shit that’ll take him further from us.”

      Tears shine in Gabby’s eyes. “I hate this. I hate this life.”

      She’s not the only one. We’ve both had to deal with the shit that this life brings us. Only Gabby knows the full extent that I’ve had to deal with. Being the daughter of the leader is hard. I’m now distrustful and closed off.

      An argument breaks out an hour later and the jostling starts. This is the sign that it’s time for us to go. Gabby and I reach for our drinks, her grin no doubt matches mine. We clink our glasses together and then bring the glasses to our lips and down the liquor.

      I reach for Gabby’s hand and pull her to her feet, just as Mayer rams his fist into one of the guys that’s standing by the table who had been up until a second ago, arguing with him.

      I shake my head and sigh. “One night, Mayer, Jesus, can’t we go one night without you getting into a fight?”

      His eyes shine with anger and excitement. Ah, something I haven’t seen in a while. Whatever the arsehole who’s currently sprawled on the floor said to him, has pissed him off. Great, just what Gabby and I need to deal with tonight. An angry Mayer is never good.

      “Shit,” Gabby curses as she tugs on my arm and pulls me out of the booth. “It’s time for us to leave,” she shouts loud enough so that both Mayer and I can hear her.

      That’s when I see the four men making their way over to us. Men that I know are here because they are enemies of my father. Their gaze solely focused on me, their eyes filled with hatred. Thankfully, there’s a lot of people they’ll have to get past before they can reach me.

      “Mayer,” I yell and nod my head in their direction. The anger that the men have in their eyes has me tensing. God, one night. Just one night without having to deal with other people’s bullshit.

      I watch as my best friend’s eyes narrow and then his expression goes vacant. This is why he’s joined my father’s ranks. He’s a cold-blooded killer. Gone is the little boy who used to spend his weekends playing with Gabby and I, following us around and having fun. Instead, he’s rarely around, and anytime he is, he’s angry and distant. He could be next to me and yet, it’s as though he’s in a different country.

      “It’s time to go,” he instructs as he clamps his hand around my arm and tugs tight as he pushes past the people in the bar. “No matter what happens, Ray, you do not fucking give them a chance to take you.”

      “Why the hell would I do that?” I demand to know as soon as we’re outside in the open. I’m seriously wondering if he’s lost a couple of screws? Why would I ever give them an opportunity to take me?

      “Because, Ray, they want you. They want revenge and I’m the only one that’s standing in their way.” His voice is soft, reminding me so much of the boy that I grew up with.

      Gabby gasps as what he says hits us.

      I shake my head. “No,” I tell him, my voice hoarse as my throat clogs up. I rip my arm from his clutches just as the door opens behind me. “Fuck that, I will not stand by and watch you get hurt. Just as you wouldn’t do it with Gabs and I.” I can’t and won’t ever do that.

      His jaw ticks, “Raylee, I get it, I really do, but I am pleading with you, get in the car and go.”

      I stare at him dead in the eye. “No.” I will not fucking leave him. “Please don’t make me,” I whisper to him, begging with him to not make me leave him.

      He sighs as he scrubs a hand down his face. “Your family is going to kill me.”

      I shrug. “Not my problem, they’d lose their mind either way,” I say, knowing no matter what’s going to happen here, there’ll be hell to pay.

      He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a knife. He hands it to Gabby, “Only if they come at you,” he tells her and her hands tremble as she takes it from him, but gives him a nod, indicating that she heard him.

      “Something wrong?” The gravelly rumble has my heart racing.

      I spin around and face him. The fucking arsehole has a smirk etched on his face. He’s enjoying this.

      Before any of us can answer Malcolm, the door to the bar opens and the four men make their way out. “Hand her over, Mayer, this doesn’t concern you.”

      Mayer, ever protective and never likes to be told what to do, scoffs. “That’s where you’re wrong. I ain’t handing her over to you, and if you want her, you’ll have to go through me.”

      The men instantly rush at Mayer, of course, the arsehole that is Malcolm doesn’t intervene, he just watches as the men punch, kick, and hurt my friend.

      “Stop,” I yell and take a step forwards, trying to get this madness to stop. I never want anyone to get hurt because of me. That’s something I will never allow. “Leave him alone.” Panic claws at me, needing to get to him, wanting to protect him.

      The air is knocked from my lungs as an arm clamps around my stomach and pulls me backwards. “Don’t.” The harsh warning is said low and against my ear.

      “Fuck you,” I fire back as I claw at the bastards arms. I kick at his legs, but it’s no use. He has me in a vice grip.

      I swallow past the fear that’s clogging my throat and try my best to hold the tears that are threatening to fall at bay. My gaze firmly on the man that’s been a constant throughout my entire life. The man that has protected me. As he’s doing now.

      The men are animals. They’re relentless as they beat Mayer. I struggle to get free from Malcolm’s hold. “Let me go,” I scream, watching as yet again Mayer is delivered a harsh punch to the face.

      “Stop fighting me.” His thick Irish accent is harsh. “I’m not letting you go.”

      “They’re gonna kill him,” I whisper. Pain splinters through my body at the realisation. My legs buckle beneath me and I would have hit the deck only for the bastard behind me holding me up.

      “Some people deserve it,” he replies callously.

      “Arsehole,” I snap, grateful for the anger that’s now coursing through my body. “You do not get to fucking dictate who lives and dies. I need to go to him.”

      “And I need you to be alive.”

      I still at his words. “What?” It’s a harsh and brittle whisper. Why the fuck would he care?

      “Told you, babe, I’m going to fuck with you.” There’s no hint of remorse or hesitation in his words. He really is going to fucking play me.

      I turn my attention back to Mayer. My heart sinks when I see him lying on the ground, the men kicking him anywhere they can land their feet. He’s unmoving, his head bleeding profusely. Every minute is precious.

      I need to be with him. I once again try to fight my way out of the hold. I claw and kick as hard as I can, but the grip he has on me is overpowering. I’ll continue to fight, to try and get free. I need to, for Mayer.

      “Let go of me, you brute,” Gabby screams and I can only guess that the man that was seated with Malcolm has her restrained also.

      A scream gets lodged into my throat as one of the fucking bastards lifts his foot and brings it heavily down against Mayer’s face. Bones crack, blood spurts, and yet, not a peep is made from him.

      “Hand her over,” the prick who crushed Mayer’s face demands, blood dripping from his shoe and a sadistic smile plays on his face.

      “Not going to happen,” Malcolm rumbles, his arm tightening around my chest even further, it’s a crushing hold. “It’s time for all of you to leave.”

      The men step forwards collectively. “That’s not an option. Harry Silver killed our sister, he has to pay. An eye for an eye is the only way that’s going to happen.” The one that seems to be the leader says.

      Another man grins salaciously at me, “We’ll sell you just as your father did her.”

      My body tightens. That’s twice tonight someone’s mentioned being sold. What the fuck has my dad done?

      “Again,” Malcolm announces, “it’s not going to happen. You’ve got a choice. Leave now, or you’ll end up like him.” He indicates Mayer who still hasn’t moved.

      “Ah, shit,” one of them comments.

      I’m still staring at Mayer, his eyes are closed and blood is pooling around him. Why is he not moving?

      Please be okay. I beg silently.

      “You’re Malcolm Gallagher.” The fear etched into the man’s voice isn’t anything new. The Gallagher’s are a force to be reckoned with. Fuck with one of them, you’ll have the entire family after you.

      “I’d advise you turn around and go to wherever the fuck it is that you crawled out of.” Malcolm still has yet to ease up his hold on me. “Raylee Silver is no longer on your radar.”

      “You won’t be around to protect her forever.” The leader sneers at me as I lift my head, he starts to back away and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Get your hands off me,” I gripe when the men are out of sight.

      The fucker chuckles, “I like you where you are.”

      I grit my teeth and bring my elbow back into his gut. Thankfully, it does the trick and he releases me. I push forwards and as soon as I reach Mayer, I drop to my knees in front of him. Gabby’s mere seconds behind me. My fingers are searching for a pulse and unable to find it.

      “Ray,” Gabs whispers, the tears streaming down her face. “No, Raylee…”

      I close my eyes in a bid to stop my own from falling. God, my heart’s breaking. Utterly shattering.

      “Call Bentley,” I instruct her, my voice wobbly. I know that as soon as she calls he’ll be on his way. “Tell him what’s happened.”

      She moves away to do as I ask. Footsteps shuffle towards me and I snap my head in their direction. Snarling at the fucking prick that’s looking casual as can be, his face void of emotion as though this is an everyday occurrence for him.

      “It’s time for you to leave.” I can’t watch my words, I’m unable to keep the anger from my tone.

      Malcolm sighs, scrubbing his hand across his jaw, “Raylee.” The softness in his voice is my undoing.

      I can’t do this. It’s too fucking much. “Fuck. What the hell do you want, Malcolm? Isn’t this enough?” I shout, the pain and anger seeping through me. “Isn’t having me watch my best friend die in front of me enough? Have I not suffered enough?” I don’t even look at him, I keep my eyes on the man that’s dead in front of me. It was never meant to go this way. We were meant to be friends until we were old and grey. Until we were in an old people’s home and racing around in our wheelchairs. That’s what he promised. The three of us, Mayer, Gabby, and I. We were meant to be friends forever. It was the pact we made when we were ten.

      I hear Malcolm’s footsteps get even closer. “Just. Fucking. Go,” I push out, needing him to leave. I’m so fucking close to breaking. I turn and look at the bastard that made this worse. I can’t keep the snarl from my lips. “Whatever you have planned for me, it can wait.”

      I turn my head back to the man who gave his life to protect mine. The man who has been a constant in my life since I was a baby. The man who I thought of as another brother. Thankfully, Malcolm’s footsteps move away.

      Mayer. God. He’s gone and it’s all my fault.

      I press my forehead against his, not caring about the blood that stains his face. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper as the tears finally flow. “Mayer, I’m so fucking sorry.”

      The noise that bursts from my lips can only be described as painful. I close my eyes and hold on tight as body-wracking sobs take over.
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      Her tears gut me, the sobs that tear through her body hit me in a way I never expected. There’s something about Raylee that has me wanting her, needing her. It’s a fierce attraction. But she’s a fucking Silver. That’s something that I will not look past.

      “Boss, it’s time to go,” Christian instructs.

      “Not yet,” I tell him, as we move into the shadows. “They could come back.” And when they do, they’ll not stop until they kill her. That’s something I cannot allow.

      Christian shifts beside me, my gaze firmly on the beauty that’s currently holding onto the arsehole that has killed and raped many women. Mayer Banks is the son of Harry’s right-hand man. Mayer along with his father and Harry stole, bought, and bullied women into working for them. They took whatever they wanted from the women in their stable and did not give a fuck how the men that paid to have them, treated them.

      Mayer deserved the death he received. But looking at Raylee, the trembling lips, the vacant look that those beautiful, golden eyes hold, it’s clear to see that she cared a great deal about the arsehole. Yet again, I’m wondering just how far in the Silver organization this woman is.

      A black Sedan rolls to a stop and within seconds the doors open and Bentley Silver is running towards his sister.

      “Come on, Ray,” he says, his words soft, but in the silent night I’m able to hear him.

      Raylee shakes her head, her luscious locks falling around her face. “I can’t…” she yells, her voice cracking. “I can’t leave him, Bent.”

      Raylee’s friend whimpers as Kiro Silver picks her up and carries her to the car.

      “I know, Ray-Ray, I know, but we’ve got to get you up, you’re covered in blood.” This is a side to Bentley that I have not seen, nor heard about. The caring nature for his sister is clear to see, the way his eyes have softened as he looks at her, the worry he has.

      Breaking Raylee is definitely the way to get to the Silvers.

      “He protected me, Bent. He died and it’s all my fault.” The tortured words that come from her has my stomach dropping.

      She thinks this is her fault. That she’s the reason that piece of shit is dead? Fuck no.

      “Come on, Ray, Dad and Ashton are on their way.”

      But as Bentley says the words, two more cars pull up outside the bar. I’m hidden well enough in the shadows that no one can see me. It’s the way I like it at the moment. I get to see the Silvers in a new light and also get to watch what they’ll do when they find out who killed Mayer Banks.

      Wayne, the eldest of the Silver siblings glances to his other brothers. “Find out what the fuck happened,” he demands. He, like Bentley, is standing guard, watching over their sister, worry etched in their faces, but they’re ready to kill if anyone tries to come for them.

      “Raylee?” Harry barks and yet his daughter doesn’t react, her gaze still firmly on Mayer’s dead body. Her hands running through his hair. She’s moved him so that his head is on her lap. God, she’s fucking killing me watching her in pain.

      “Baby,” Harry whispers as he crouches down beside her. No one is talking, they're unable to take their eyes off the scene playing out. The grief and fury is present in every single one of those fuckers’ faces. They deserve this pain. They brought it on themselves.

      You do not fucking sell women. You do not rape them.

      They’ll get what’s coming to them and I’m glad that I’ll be the one to dish out the revenge.

      “Daddy,” she gasps as she falls into him, never once letting go of Mayer.

      “Come on, baby, it’s time to go.”

      She shakes her head, “I can’t leave him.”

      “We’re not leaving him, baby, but Ashton needs to be with him now.”

      “Boss,” Christian says softly, “what the fuck is going on?”

      I have no idea. This doesn’t add up. From everything that we’ve gathered. All the information we’ve had and that which we’ve been told.

      “I’ve got him, Ray,” Ashton Banks tells her as he places a hand on her back. “You can let him go, he’ll not be alone.”

      Raylee nods and then she’s lifted into the air, her father carrying her to the car.

      He has his men take the girls away, the car speeding away as soon as the door is closed.

      “What the fuck happened? Neither Ray or Gabby are in any fit state to talk,” Kiro snarls. “How the fuck does this happen?”

      The men glance at each other. They are aware there’s more at play here than what they know. They’ve also concluded if anyone could kill Mayer this brutally, they would have done something to the girls as well.

      Raylee is mine. I am the only one that gets to harm her.

      “I want the bastards that did this,” Ashton grounds out.

      “Time for us to leave,” I announce and Christian nods.

      I need more information on this family. On Raylee. Shit doesn’t add up and I fucking hate having gaping holes. It means my plan can’t be executed.
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      I rise from the table when there’s a knock at my door, it’s almost eight in the morning. My apartment is secure, no one can get in without my say so, unless it’s family or my men.

      Opening my door, I’m not surprised to find Christian standing there. A file in his hand and finally, we’ve got some information.

      “Boss,” he says nodding at me before entering the apartment. “Last night was…” he shakes his head.

      Last night was a clusterfuck on so many levels.

      “I know you’re adamant that Raylee is in deep with the Silver organization. That she has to know what’s happening. But you have to realise that not all families are like yours. She may not know.”

      This isn't the first time he’s said this, but it still doesn’t matter, I call bullshit. How can you not fucking know? “Until there’s proof, I’m going with what I have been told.”

      He keeps his gaze firmly on me. “Have you thought that maybe, Sienna lied?”

      Hearing her name is like a sucker punch to the gut. “Why would she have, what use would it have done?”

      “I know that you cared for her, but she was a spy, Mal, she was theirs. She could have played both sides.”

      I grind my jaw, “We’re not fucking talking about this.”

      He holds his hands up in surrender, “You want revenge for them killing her. I get it, I really do, but, boss, that woman last night, she was fucking hurting. You and I witnessed her breaking. That’s not someone who’s a monster. We both know that.”

      I do fucking know that. It’s why I need the information.

      “Something doesn’t add up,” I tell him, my jaw hurting from clamping it so tight.

      He throws the file onto the counter, “Read it, I’m telling you, Mal, as your friend and your right-hand man. You’ve got Raylee all wrong. Sienna,” he shakes his head. “What happened to her was awful, but she wasn’t the one for you.”

      I glare at the bastard. Sienna is a subject that is off fucking limits.

      “You carry on with this path for vengeance, you’re going to destroy that girl.”

      I shrug, “She’s a fucking Silver.”

      His brows furrow. “That is true, but we don’t fucking torture the innocent.”

      I scoff, “I haven’t tortured her.”

      A small smile plays on his lips. “You did. Last night you made her watch as Mayer died. That woman you held and made watch as her friend died, a friend she considered a brother. That’s torture. As much as you want to act as though you don’t care. You fucking do.

      “What?” Where the fuck did that come from?

      He nods, “After I dropped you off here last night, I went and did some digging. Raylee and Mayer have been best friends since they were fucking kids. Add in Gabriella Sanchez, the three of them were closer than some siblings. Mayer was the girl’s protector, and from what everyone has said, the girls were his light. His solace. So yes, you fucking tortured her last night.”

      “How the fuck did we not know this?” I yell, this is fucking bullshit.

      He shakes his head, “You still can’t see it, can you?”

      My hands ball into fists, “Don’t,” I warn him.

      “Sienna played you. The shit she relayed to you, none of it’s true. So what the fuck was her game? What did she tell them?”

      “She’s fucking dead,” I growl, she’s dead because the Silvers found out that she was helping me.

      She was brutally raped, tortured, and killed. Those bastards broke into my office and left her body for me. A fucking present. Wrapped up with a fucking bow.

      “She is dead, Mal, but I’m not wrong in what I’m saying. It’s time to forget everything that bitch told you and start from scratch.” He points at the file that’s on the counter. “Read that, and then call me. I’m going to do some more recon.”

      I nod, “What about Raylee? You really think she’s innocent?”

      He shakes his head, “I don’t know, but it does look as though that could be the case. And in case you were wondering. I don’t know how she is. She’s not surfaced since she was taken home last night.”

      I narrow my eyes, bastard sees way too fucking much. “I wasn’t wondering.”

      He chuckles, “Of course you weren’t. The funeral is the day after tomorrow, are we going?”

      I raise a brow, “What do you think?”

      He rubs his hands together gleefully. “Anything to piss off Harry and Ashton. Think about what I said, read the file, and then think about that bitch.”

      I don’t answer him. I just turn my back on him, dismissing him as I do. I stalk towards the counter and reach for the file.

      Sienna Harrow was fun, pretty, and sweet. Whenever she wanted to be. She finagled her way into my bed. I won’t lie. I was led around by my dick. That shit’s stopped since then. She acted like pure sugar and spice. Until I found out that she was a fucking snake. My bed wasn’t the only one she was warming, but as much as I hated the woman, what was done to her wasn’t deserved and for that alone I’m taking the Silvers down.

      As far as the Silvers were concerned, Sienna was mine and the things they did to her should never have been done to anyone. But, she wasn’t the first they did it too and she’s not been the last. I have no clue as to which of the fuckers did it to her, but when I find out, they’ll be the first to die.

      I sit on the kitchen stool and begin to read the dossier that Christian had brought.

      Each word has my gut twisting, the shit that the Silvers have done are even worse than I thought.

      Gang rapes, drugging the women to make them more pliable so they’ll not fight. They also hold auctions for the women who are ‘problems’ for them. Fucking auctions. Fuck.

      Not one mention of Raylee as part of the organization. But that doesn’t mean that she’s not part of it. When my aunt Makenna was rising to the top, there was only those in the know that knew about her. Everyone else believed that it was Seamus, her father, that was running things.

      Keeping Raylee out of the spotlight would be easy to do. Yet, surely someone would know?

      Flashes of her grief hit me and I can’t help but wonder if maybe I’m wrong.

      I guess there’s only one way to find out.

      Get close to Raylee.

      If she’s innocent, then I’ll let her live. If she’s not, then not even God himself can save her from me.
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      “She needs to eat,” Dad gruffly whispers

      They think I can’t hear them. They’re here all the time. I just want to be left alone and yet, none of them will leave me alone. I’m awake, unable to sleep; each and every time I close my eyes I see his lifeless body on the ground, the blood pouring from him.

      “She needs to get out of bed,” Bentley sighs, “it’s been two days. Enough is enough.”

      I wish it were that simple. That I could get up from this bed and move around as though everything’s okay. Whenever I do stand, my legs threaten to buckle from beneath me. I don’t have the fucking energy to move. All I want to do is be left alone and yet, that concept is too hard for my family to grasp.

      “What she needs...” Mum begins and finally, fucking finally she’s here. “Is for you lot to leave her alone.”

      Dad gasps, “Nella, she is my daughter. She’s not left her room in two days. She’s not eaten a fucking thing. She’s practically comatose.”

      “She’s grieving,” Mum snaps. “She’s hurting and this is her way of grieving for her best friend, so you’ll leave her alone.”

      “Mum, that’s not exactly possible. The funeral’s today,” Francis says softly.

      My chest aches, the pain slashes through me. Today is the day that makes all this real. I’m not strong enough to do this. I can’t watch as they lower his casket into the ground. I just can’t do it. A sob bursts from me, God, I can’t stop the tears, they fall no matter what.

      “Fuck,” Dad growls. “Baby, you’ve got to stop crying.”

      Any other time, I’d laugh. My dad doesn’t do tears, he fucking hates them. I learned from a young age, the power that crying would have over my dad. But I never used it to my advantage, I just wouldn’t do that. So whenever I do cry now, it affects them all. My brothers are my father’s sons for sure. They’ll jump over themselves to do whatever it takes to stop the tears.

      “Nel, do something,” Dad pleads with Mum.

      “I’ve got her,” I hear Gabby say, and then I feel her crawl into the bed with me. Her arm wraps around my stomach and holds me tightly. I inhale deeply, the smell of shea butter and coconut has my body sinking into her embrace.

      “I’ve got you, Ray, you’re not alone.”

      My body bucks at her words as the tears fall harder.

      “Together, we’ll get through today together,” she promises me, her voice cracking. She buries her head into my back, and I feel wetness soaking through my t-shirt. She too is hurting.

      “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” I cry, “we shouldn’t be going to his fucking funeral. He should be here with us.”

      The bed dips and I look up and see Dad sitting on the edge of the bed. His eyes are cold and flinty, his lips curled at the corners. “Baby, this absolutely should never have happened. I promise you, whoever killed him, is going to pay.”

      The way his jaw’s set, shows the determination that he has. I nod, glad that those animals won’t get away with killing Mayer.

      “Now, baby, you’re going to have to get up. It’s time to get ready.”

      My body tightens at his words, I shake my head. I can’t.

      “I know,” he whispers, his hand running through my hair. “I know you don’t want to, but if you don’t, you’ll regret it until the day you die.” He kisses my cheek, the love and adoration he has for me shines brightly in his deep blue eyes. “Go shower, then you’ll have something to eat.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but he gives a sharp shake of his head. “Not up for discussion. You need to eat and we’re not leaving until you do.”

      I sigh, resigned to the fact that he’s not going to leave me alone until I’m out of bed and moving towards the shower. I nod, slowly dislodging myself from Gabby’s embrace. “Okay, Dad, I’ll shower.”

      He nods, pleased with my answer, but the worry is still etched on his face. These past few days have seemed to have aged him, the lines on his face are deeper, there’re bags under his eyes, and his beard has started to grow out, thick and grey. “Then you’ll eat,” he says, glancing between both Gabby and I. “The both of you will eat.”

      He gets up off the bed and stands, “If you’re not down in half an hour, I’m coming back up here.”

      I give him a smile, one that I know doesn’t reach my eyes. “I’ll be down, Dad.”

      He returns the smile, his too, not as bright as it used to be. “Okay, baby.”

      I watch as he leaves the room, the rest of my family standing in the doorway, watching me like hawks, relief shining in their eyes as I get to my feet. “I’ll be down soon,” I tell them, hoping that they’ll leave me be.

      Mum nods. “Okay, darling, yell if you need me.” Her voice gentle and soothing. She brings her fingers to her lips and blows me a kiss. Once I give her a smile, she turns and pushes my brother’s away from the door. Bentley lingering long enough to give me yet another once over, as he leaves he closes the door behind him.

      Each and every one of us are in pain. We’re all feeling the effects of losing Mayer. He was a son, a brother, a friend to us. A part of our lives, had been since he was born. He’d be at our house almost every day, always with a joke, or telling a tale of what mischief he had gotten up to. I can’t bring myself to go downstairs and not find him at the dinner table.

      “You okay?” Gabby rasps, her voice hoarse from the tears.

      “I’m about as good as you are,” I tell her as I take in her puffy, bloodshot eyes, and her pale complexion. “What are we going to do?” I whisper, unable to see how we can go forwards without him.

      She shrugs, her throat moving as she swallows, “I don’t know. Everywhere I go, I expect him to be there.”

      I nod, “I know, I hate this. It’s all my fault.”

      She gasps as she crawls off the bed. “No,” she says vehemently. “God, no, Ray, this is not your fault. If it’s anyone’s it’s that motherfucking Gallagher’s.”

      We never told anyone about why the men never harmed us that night. I’m not sure why I asked Gabby not to tell them about Malcolm and his friend. But something about what was said that night has stuck with me. I need answers. What did they mean when they said about selling women.

      I ball my fists up as I remember, pleading and fighting with that arsehole to let me free. But he just held me and wouldn’t let me go. I could have helped. I could have stopped it. I would have handed myself over to those monsters, given myself over to save his life.

      “He’ll pay for what he’s done,” I assure her. One way or another, I’m going to make him pay for Mayer dying alone.

      “Whatever you need,” she responds with a nod.

      I glance at the door and see that it’s closed. “Do you know much about my dad’s organization?”

      She frowns, stepping closer to me. “What do you mean?”

      Gabby’s father lives in the States, she sees him every four or five months. He and her mum were never meant to be. She was someone he had an affair with and ended up pregnant by. She’s his secret, her father is in the Mafia. I’ve never met him, only heard about him. He’s supposed to be the biggest monster on the West Coast.

      I lick my lips, needing to get this out, need someone else to hear it, to tell me that it’s a mistake. “Yesterday, Malcolm asked me if I was like my dad, asked if my dad sold me too. Then those animals said they’d sell me just as my father did to their sister.”

      Her eyes widen, her lips part with shock. “Ray,” she whispers. “God, I…” She shakes her head. “I knew they did bad shit, the drugs and stuff, but nothing like this.”

      I close my eyes, she never said that it wasn’t possible. She never said, they wouldn’t do that. Fuck.

      “They’re right?”

      “I don’t know, I really don’t.” Her voice low and unsure.

      “But, you wouldn’t put it past them.”

      She nods, “Yeah, I’m sorry, Ray. It’s shit knowing that your family are bastards.”

      Ain’t that the truth. Now, I’m wondering how deep the ugliness runs. Do my brother’s know?

      “Shower, Ray, let us deal with today and then afterwards, we’ll make sure that everyone who was involved in this pays.”
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      Gabby’s hand clasps mine, the two of us clinging to one another. She’s not left my side since I came out of my room. A constant presence. I feel bad that I’m not strong enough to be her strength right now.

      “That arsehole is here,” she hisses in my ear.

      I don’t need her to clarify who she means, I already know. The humming from my body, the urge to turn and look at him is almost impossible to ignore. I felt someone’s gaze on me. It was focused, unwavering, the heat beating against my back. I had to glance back, it was as though it was a compulsion. My heart stuttered when I saw him standing there, his eyes firmly on mine. His gaze intense and determined.

      I hate him and yet my body yearns to be closer to him. Having had the little interaction we’ve had, it’s crazy how attracted to him I am, but there’s not a chance in hell I’d ever act on it.

      Malcolm Gallagher is a motherfucking bastard. Cocky, arrogant, and deranged.

      I don’t understand why he wants to fuck with me. Why he wants to hurt me. Make my life a misery. I don’t know the man, and the little I do know about him, I know that he’s a bastard. Yet, he has it in his head that he’s going to play with me.

      Once the funeral is over, Gabby tugs on my hand and leads me towards the exit. Of course, Malcolm has other plans. He makes a beeline for us.

      “Ladies,” he says smoothly, his gravelly voice washes over me, my nipples harden and my stomach clenches.

      “Mally,” I fire back, knowing that this prick is here to play mind games. What he doesn’t realise is that I can play them too.

      His nostrils flare and his eyes swirl with anger, but he takes a deep breath and the anger vanishes. “Were you close to Mayer?”

      Hearing him say his name makes me want to throat punch him. How fucking dare he? “Yes, he was like a brother to me. My protector. I owed him more than I could have ever repaid.”

      His brows furrow as though he’s trying to make sense of what I said. Fuck him. He does not get to act this way.

      “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Gallagher?”

      Gabby releases my hand and moves away, no doubt going in search of either my father or one of my brothers.

      The bastard takes a step forwards so that he’s invading my personal space. He towers over me, his head bent as he looks down on me. Fucking arsehole, thinking he’s better than me. “Wanted to check up on you,” he admits, leaving me stunned. “You’re either a fucking good actress or you’re stupidly naïve.”

      I roll my eyes, “Whoa, you must be a real hit with the ladies, Mally. You managed to sound real sweet there for a second, then your arseholeness came rushing back. I am not a fucking actress nor am I naïve and fuck you for thinking I’m either.”

      His brows practically hit his hairline. “Hit a nerve did I, darling?”

      “Are you always this much of a prick?” I question, not really understanding what the fuck he’s doing.

      He flashes me a panty-dropping smile and my heart stutters, fuck. Why the hell does he affect me so much? “Only with you, darling, only with you.”

      I sigh, “You’re wasting your time. I have nothing you need.”

      That smile turns into a feral grin, his eyes darkening with anger. “That’s where you’re wrong, Raylee, you are exactly what I need. You’re the perfect revenge.”

      Motherfucker. Hasn’t he caused me enough pain?

      “You’re hardly one to talk about revenge. You’re part of the reason that Mayer’s buried here,” I hiss at him, loving the way his eyes widen slightly. “You want to use me to get to those I love. Well fuck you and get in line. You’re not the first and you’ll not be the last. But you…” I snap, pushing my finger into his chest. “You are going to go down and when you do, I’ll be standing there with a fucking smile.”

      What he did, the part that he played in Mayer’s death. He deserves to pay. I’m the one that’s going to ensure that he does.

      That means it’s time to fight fire with fire.

      There’ll only be one winner in this fight.

      I’m playing to win and I never fucking lose.
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      Even with her puffy bloodshot eyes and pale face, she’s still by far the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on. Shame about her fucking mouth. The woman has no fucking caution at all. She doesn’t care that I’d kill for less, but she keeps pushing.

      I can’t help but smirk at her words. “Oh, little girl,” I whisper, knowing that the time I have to play with her right now is almost up. “You have no idea who you’re fucking playing with. You think what happened to your friend was the end?” I shake my head, she has no fucking clue. “You Silvers are all the same.”

      She bares her teeth, her lips curling into a snarl. “The same?” She shakes her head, “You fucking arrogant, motherfucking bastard,” she curses. “You don’t know me, Malcolm.” Her voice soft. Too fucking soft. “You think you have this all worked out, but you’re so far from the truth.”

      I raise a brow, “Oh really?” I drawl. I shouldn’t believe her. But fuck me, I do.

      She glances to her right and sighs, no doubt her family is about to interrupt us. “This is one big chess game,” she says quickly. “The difference between you and me? I can clearly see what’s in front of me. I will not be a fucking pawn for you to play to get to my father. He is not the king.” She stares at me with sheer hatred, “I’m the motherfucking queen and when the time comes, I’m going to checkmate your fucking arse. Now, do the world a favour, go find a hole and crawl into it.” She flips her hair over her shoulder, turns on her heel and walks away.

      I’m unable to pull my eyes from her arse as it sways away from me.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Harry sneers at me as he steps up to me.

      “Paying my respects,” I reply, there’s steel in my tone. I bloody hate this prick. “It’s not every day that a raping son-of-a-bitch gets his comeuppance.”

      His eyes flash with anger, but he knows better than to unleash it here. Too many innocent people that will get caught in the crossfire.

      “You have some fucking nerve,” he grinds out, his boys starting to move towards us. “Was it you? Hmm? Did you tell the Morales’ about the girl? How the fuck did they know where Mayer and my daughter would be?”

      Oh this is priceless, seems as though the Silver princess didn’t tell the full truth about what happened that night. Once again, she confuses me with her actions. Why wouldn’t she want her father to know? She obviously blames me for what happened to the bastard, surely she’d want revenge?

      “Didn’t need to.” I respond casually, the people paying their respects to the raping arshole are unable to pull their gaze off Harry and I, probably wondering when it’s about to pop off, that would account for those that are rushing from the graveside towards their cars. “Everyone knows what sick bastards you and those fucking Banks’ are.”

      His nostrils flare and I merely smile. God, these Silvers are so fucking easy to wind up.

      “I want to know what the hell you’re doing talking to my daughter,” he clips out, and finally, fucking finally, I see the real reason he’s pissed. I was near his precious daughter.

      I shrug, “Wanted to see if she was busy later.”

      It’s Bentley that reacts, surging forwards, his eyes wild, lips thinned, and his fists balled tight. “You leave Raylee the fuck alone. She doesn’t exist for you.”

      “She’s an adult; she can do whatever the hell she wants.”

      Kiro clamps his arms around his younger brother. “He’s baiting you,” he tells him.

      Bentley tries to shrug him off, “I don’t care. Raylee has been used enough by arseholes. It fucking stops.”

      I chuckle at him, they’re so fucking stupid. “I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to.” I turn my back on them and move towards the exit where Christian is waiting. Once I reach him, I glance back over my shoulder. “I’ll be seeing you all real soon.”

      They all tense at my threat.

      The Silvers’ organization is going to crumble beneath them.

      I’ll take the organization and then one by one I’ll take the men, until there’s nothing left.

      It remains to be seen whether or not Raylee will be one of those to fall or not.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Christian says, glancing at the Silver men. “Those fuckers make my trigger finger twitchy.”

      “No deaths, well not just yet,” I tell him. “When the time comes you can have at it. Kill as many as you want.”

      “Obliged,” he grins. “What happened with Raylee? She looks mighty pissed.”

      I snort, that’s an understatement. I think that woman was born fucking pissed. I explain what happened and he shakes his head.

      “I don’t want to hear it.” I cut him off before he can even have a chance to say whatever the fuck it is.

      “I was just going to say,” he snipes. “That the sooner you fuck her the better. Get her out of your system and then you can evaluate this properly. Just like with Sienna.”

      I grind my teeth at her name. He thinks I saw the vulnerability that she showed me and wanted it. Wanted her. That’s why I’m pissed she died, but that’s not it at all. I’d have been pissed if it was anyone that I used to fuck. But to leave her in my office was a message to me.

      I got it loud and clear and the retaliation has just begun.

      “Where too?” he asks, once we’re in the car.

      “Home,” I tell him. “I need to get some work done.”

      I need to get things sorted out, like getting shit ready for when I go to New York for my sister’s wedding in a few weeks. Not to mention making calls and checking in on my businesses, especially the drug shipments, they should have arrived by now.
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      My cell rings and I glance at it, it’s almost midnight, I’m instantly on alert when I see Christian’s name flashing. “Yeah?” I answer, getting to my feet.

      “Boss…” His voice low, I can hear the music blaring in the background. “You’ll never guess who’s just arrived at the club?”

      I bite back the urge to tell him to fuck off. “I’m not in the mood for guessing games.”

      The fucker laughs, “Raylee Silver walked into the club alone.”

      Anger surges through me. Why the hell is she in my club, alone, I might add? Fuck, the woman has a fucking death wish. “I’m on my way, do not let her leave your sight.”

      “I'm not stupid. There's no way I’ll let anything happen to her.” He sighs. “Just get your arse here right now. There’s only so many guys I can get to back the fuck off.” He means with a look. “They’re swarming her like bees to honey. Of course, that’ll end as soon as you’re here.”

      He’s too fucking smart for his own good. He seems to know what I want, before I even realise it.

      I shouldn’t be heading towards my front door. I should be keeping my arse on the seat. But I want her. I really do. It's a compulsion. I'm drawn to her in a way I've never been drawn to any other woman before. Even though she’s a Silver.

      She's got some mouth on her, and she infuriates me like no other.

      But maybe Christian’s right, maybe I do need to fuck her. If I get her out of my system, then I can get on with my plan for revenge.

      “I'll be there soon,” I tell him, as I move towards the door, snatching my keys from the table as I do.

      Fucking hell. Why is she doing this? Why is she at my club, of all places. It makes no sense. Not today of all days.

      I'm downstairs and in my car within mere minutes. I’m driving like a bat out of hell. God just the need to see her burns deep inside me. I hate it. I hate how much I want her, how much I need to see her. I don't get it. She shouldn't be an addiction. She is my ultimate revenge.

      It takes me twenty minutes to get to the club. When I arrive, the men on the door stand taller, nodding their heads in respect. I walk past the queue of people still waiting to get in and walk straight towards the bar.

      I’m seething as soon as I see her. She’s surrounded by men, holding court. Every single one of them hanging off each word she says.

      Yet again, she’s wearing red. It’s slinky and short, molded perfectly to her body, and shows off those fucking amazing legs that she has. This woman has to wear red as it matches her fiery spirit.

      She's absolutely gorgeous. The woman is a fucking goddess.

      The moment she sees me, the air between us crackles, everything fades away. It's just me and her. Those pouty lips along with the way her nose turns up and the dismissive look she gives me makes my dick harden and my pulse race.

      She's getting fucked tonight. No doubt about it.

      I push my way through the crowds of people. Each step, the tension between us crackles even more. She hasn't taken her eyes off me, staring at me with those golden eyes of hers. They glisten against the club's lighting. The defiance is there, mixed with the anger that’s swirling in them. Yeah, she knows what she's doing. At least I’m not alone in this turbulent feeling.

      As soon as I reach her, every man that surrounds her scatters. This is my club, they know who I am, and they know that I’m not someone to mess with. The way I'm feeling right now, I’d take every single one of them on and not even break a sweat.

      “What are you doing here?” I growl as soon as I’m within touching distance of her. I reach for her arm and tighten my hand around her wrist. She grabs her drink, not protesting as I pull her along with me.

      “I asked you a question,” I snarl at her.

      “You did, but I'm not your dog. You do not bark at me, and expect answers. You want to know why I'm here. Ask fucking nicely. I'm not your fucking bitch.”

      Jesus. Her and her fucking mouth, can she not, for once, speak like a proper lady?

      I take a deep breath, as I lead her towards my office. “Okay,” I say, unsure of how I managed to calm myself this quickly. “Why are you here, Raylee?” I ask once we’re in the office.

      She pulls her arm away from me, taking a sip of her drink. Looking the epitome of cool, but thankfully answers me. “You have answers to the questions I have. You do not like me. I fucking hate you, but you're not a liar. I respect that. That’s the only thing I respect about you. So I'm going to ask you questions. And I'm hoping, fucking praying that you answer them, because I really need them answered.”

      I stare at her in shock. At the brutal honesty she has. She wants to ask me questions about fucking what?

      “Ask them,” I tell her. “It doesn't mean I'm going to answer them.”

      She nods her head in acknowledgement. She knew that was coming. “You said my father sells people. What did you mean?” There’s no anger, no hysteria, just cool and collected.

      Well fucking colour me shocked. I never expected that to come out of her mouth. I let out a snarky laugh. “Don’t tell me the princess doesn't know what her father does.”

      She opens her mouth, but I don’t let her speak. “Bullshit,” I hiss.

      Her brows furrow before that anger is back. “Listen to me, you jackarse. I am not in the mood to play games. Whatever you have planned for my family I know that you are putting me at the centre of it. Don't you think I should know why I'm being used as a pawn in your psychotic game?” She downs the rest of the drink and places the glass onto my desk, before crossing her arms over her chest.

      This woman has some balls to come here to my territory, stand her ground, and demand answers. But fuck, I've never been as hard as I am right now.

      “No, I don't think you need to have answers. I think you're full of shit, I think you damn well know what your father does. Pretty sure you're part of their little empire they think they have going on.”

      Her laugh is bitter. “I do not have anything to do with my father's business, whatever business it is.”

      Lies. The way she’s standing, her arms crossed over her chest, the way her eyes flitter across the room. It screams, liar. I’ve had enough of the games.

      “Listen here, princess. I don't give a fuck what you think you know, or what you don't know. All I will say is that your father is going down, and one way or another you are too.”

      She smirks, “Oh, you are so deluded. The only fucker going down is you.”

      I take the two steps needed so that I’m standing in front of her. “Do not fucking push me…” I warn her, my control slipping with each word that leaves her mouth.

      Her lips purse, “Aww, poor Mally, he can’t stand the heat.”

      My hand snaps around her neck, my fingers tightening against her soft skin. “Seriously, Raylee,” I growl, “you do not want to play this game with me.”

      Those fucking golden eyes of hers—so expressive. They flash with anger and need. I drop my eyes to her lips when her tongue snakes out from those pouty lips and swipes across her bottom lip. “Whatcha gonna do?”

      She’s fucking taunting me.

      Enough is e-fucking-nough.

      I slam my lips down against hers. I bite, suck, and dominate her mouth. Needing to taste her. The oxygen seems to shrink from the room as I devour her perfect mouth.
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      He's such a bastard. I didn't come here for this. I don't want him. I can’t have him.

      He treats me as though I'm nothing but a pawn in his stupid game. As if I’m someone that’s to be used and destroyed. I'm so much more than Harry Silver’s daughter. So much more than the Silvers’ sister. I’m Raylee. I love hard, deep, and without reservation. I want the absolute best for those that I do love, and I’ll do whatever I can to make sure they’re happy.

      This motherfucker. God. He pushes all the wrong buttons. He makes me feel as though I'm a nobody. And that's not okay. I will not be treated as though I’m not worthy to be in his presence.  The only one not worthy is him.

      When he wrapped his hand around my neck, I saw the monster that he has hidden under the surface in his eyes. I knew there was no way I could deny what this fucked up thing between us is. As much as I don't want it and as much as I hate it. I can't ignore it.

      Having his lips on mine, the way his tongue sweeps into my mouth, the way he dominates, taking over. It’s as though he’s asserting his ownership.

      But the thing is, he does not own me. He will never own me. I am not his to own. He never will be.

      But I can't push him away. I can't find it in me to break free of this spell we’re under. His fingers around my neck flex. The dominant hold he has on me, something that no one has ever done before, speaks to me in a place deep inside. I didn't think I'd be into the shit. Fuck.

      What the hell is wrong with me today, making bad decision after bad decision?

      The kiss is unlike anything I've ever experienced in my life. It's as though he's taking everything from me and replacing it with a need for him. It's slow, tantalizingly so. The hard, languid strokes with his tongue, the way his lips are pressed harshly against mine, the way his body fits  perfectly in line with mine, feeling the tight ripples of his muscles. It’s almost my undoing.

      God, this man. What is he doing to me? Why is he doing this to me? It makes no sense. I can't fathom why he does it, why we're even here at this moment.

      We hate each other. The anger I have for him far outweighs anything that he's doing to me right now. But I can't stop it. My hands go to his head tangling into his hair pulling his lips closer to mine.

      My tongue, battling his for dominance. He’ll never own me. That’ll never happen.

      My legs spread slightly apart, needing to feel that thick dick of his against me. I begin to grind against it, trying to get to a place that I have no business getting to.

      I know, after this, there's no going back. I'm fucked, utterly, utterly fucked.

      I'm not sure how long we're like this, with things steaming up between us but I can't do it. I cannot fuck him in his office. That's a no-no. Something registers deep inside, telling me to push him away. I do, my strength takes him off guard and he goes back onto his heels, his mouth tearing away from mine.

      His hand snaps tighter around my neck. “No,” he snarls roughly. “You are mine, Raylee, for as long as this fucking thing goes on. You. Are. Mine.”

      I can't hold back the anger. “I am not yours, arsehole. I am not a fucking toy. I am a human being.” I’m proud that I’m able to stand my ground, that my voice is filled with the anger it needs and not the lust I was captivated by moments ago.

      The anger in his eyes, the darkness that swirls beneath them, is prominent once again. “Listen to me, darling,” he growls, his lips inches from mine as he speaks. “What happened here. It was meant to be. It was always going to happen. The anger we have, the attraction we have, they’re one and the same. They rub against each other just as you rubbed against me, trying to find relief. It's going to happen again, princess. And trust me, the next time it does, you won't be walking away.” That cocky grin of his grates against me. “I’ll be so fucking balls deep inside of you, that you'll be screaming out for more.”

      I look at him. He's lost his fucking mind. “Keep dreaming, arsehole, you'll never get me beneath you.”

      The smirk he has is triumph and determination. He's not going to stop. Not until he destroys every piece of me. Thing is, after that kiss, the way my body reacted to him. The way I needed him. If he succeeds, I'll be broken, spent, useless. And there'll be no coming back from that. Malcolm Gallagher is dangerous. He has the power to shatter me.

      This hateful psychotic game he's playing, can only end one way. He may have made the rules, but he doesn't understand the consequences of what's going to happen. I'm caught in the crossfire. Which means I'm getting burned, either way. But for Malcolm, I'm going to make sure that he is destroyed. Because the ultimate revenge is the one he never saw coming.

      “You really shouldn’t lie to yourself, Raylee. We both know there’s no way we can ignore the attraction that simmers between us. As much as we both want too, there’s no denying it.”

      I want to punch him so badly. “You expect me to fuck you, knowing that when it’s all said and done, you’re going to hurt me?”

      He shrugs, “That’s business.”

      “You’re deluded. Completely cracked. You need medicating,” I tell him, my temper once again rising. “You actually think that I’d sleep with you knowing that you’re going to destroy me? Get real.”

      “The only one that's deluded is you, darling.” That fucking mocking tone, adds to my fury. “This is going to happen. It's a fight you're not going to win. And as for me destroying you, that's a motherfucking guarantee. Your family is not this picture perfect family you think they are. That you pretend they are. Your father is a monster—”

      I scoff, cutting him off. “You mean just like you. You two should become best fucking friends.”

      He throws his head back as he laughs. “Keep up the attitude. It just makes me want to bend you over and fuck you so hard.”

      I glare at him. “Get this through your thick head. Me and you, it's never gonna happen. No matter how hard you try, you just aren't worth the hassle.”

      “That my love…” His smile makes me want to break his teeth. “Is where you’re wrong, I will have you. Keep going, baby, your defiance just makes me harder. You think this attitude of yours is going to push me away. It's not. All it’s going to do is make me angry and when the time comes and I get between your thighs, I’m going to take it out on your pussy.”

      “You have so much faith in your ability. I'd be surprised if you even knew how to use that dick of yours. I mean, you’re all talk. The big, bad Mafia man, trying to intimidate a woman, trying to bully her into sleeping with you…” I shake my head in mock disgust. “Come on now. We can do better than this. Stop pretending. Just be straight with me. Why are you using me to get my father? Be honest, you owe me that much.”

      He steps back. His eyes glaring at me. “You want to know, you really want to know?” He questions harshly, his lips thinning as his nostrils flare.

      I can only nod. “Yes, I fucking do. This is my life. This game you’re playing affects me more than it affects anyone else. So, yes, I do.”

      “Your father sells, rapes, beats, and drugs women. That bastard is a monster.”

      “So like you then…” I say with a raised brow.

      He’s lying. There’s no way that my father’s like that. Surely I’d know. He’s got it wrong. He has to be wrong.

      He flinches back in shock. “I’m nothing like your old man. I’ve never hurt a woman.”

      I look at him suspiciously, he’s seriously cracked. “You don't hurt women? But that's exactly what you want to do to me?” I can’t deal with this shit right now. “Just stop with the bullshit. Just own the fact that you're just as bad as he is, you may not rape women, which I don't think my dad does. But you certainly fucking hurt them.”

      I swallow past the pain. “You made me watch as the man I cared a fuck of a lot about was beaten to death. The man that saved me from a fate worse than death. I fucking hate you for that,” I hiss at him. I can’t and won’t ever forget what he did.

      This conversation is getting me nowhere. He's just so hell bent on getting back at my father for something I don't even think happens.

      “Listen to me, Raylee, really listen to me.” The conviction in his voice has me standing still and looking at him. “Your father sells women. He owns whorehouses. He drugs the women and puts them to work against their will, anyone who disagrees with him gets sold.”

      A sickening feeling hits the pit in my stomach. What if what he's saying is true? What if this really has happened?

      “Who?” I ask him, needing to know who my father did this to.

      He runs his hands through his hair. “Your father killed a woman I was dating.”

      Why the fuck does that hurt me, knowing that he cared about someone enough to exact revenge. Why is that like a punch to my gut? I shouldn't care, but yet I feel jealousy, bitterness, and hurt.

      “Your father killed Sienna.”

      “Sienna?” I echo.

      He nods, “Sienna Harrow. I dated her for a while.”

      I shake my head. God, she was a fucking bitch. “She wasn't yours…” I tell him and watch as he goes rigid. “She was Mayer’s girlfriend. She disappeared a couple of months ago.”

      Malcolm stares at me intently, confusion marring his handsome face. “What?”

      “Mayer and Sienna had been dating since they were teenagers, fourteen or so. They were always on again, off again. I fucking hated her. She disappeared about six months ago. Mayer has been looking for her. I thought she would turn up at the funeral today, but she didn't. I just assumed she'd run away.”

      Malcolm shakes his head. “No, she's dead. She was left in my office, wrapped up and neatly presented with a bow. She was Mayer’s girlfriend?” he asks me, his eyes narrowed in on me. Does he think I’d make this shit up?

      I nod. “Yeah,” I say softly, knowing that it must be hard knowing that your girl belonged to someone else.

      His jaw clenches. And he takes even more steps away from me. I don't know why I resent that. I hate the distance he’s built between us. I should fucking love it, love that he's not invading my space anymore, that he's not getting into my head, but I’m hurt that he's distancing himself.

      “It's time for you to leave,” he rumbles.

      I stare at him in disbelief. Is he for fucking real? After all he said tonight, all he's done. He wants me to leave?

      “Raylee. Leave now,” he snaps.

      I glare at the arsehole. I will not show that fucking prick that he’s hurt me yet again. “You know what, Malcolm? You really are a piece of shit. Leave me the hell alone. This revenge plan you’ve got, it’s not even right. You don't even know the full story. Do your fucking homework,” I hiss at him, beyond pissed right now.

      “Sienna was never yours. She was Mayer's, always was. Whatever revenge you're looking for, isn’t fucking yours to get,” I snap at him and watch in satisfaction as his eyes widen. With that, I turn on my heels and storm out of his office.

      I need Gabby.

      The only way we’re going to find out if what Malcolm said about Dad is true, is by using her father's contacts. I want to know if the Silver organization has been hurting women like Malcolm said.

      If they have. If it's true. I will rain holy hell on them. I will single-handedly bring down my family’s organization. And if it's not true, then I’m going to make sure Malcolm is brought down in the process.

      One thing's for sure, whatever this mess is, Sienna is at the bottom of it.
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      I watch as she leaves. I shouldn’t be angry that she’s walking away I practically shoved her out the fucking door. I rake my hands through my hair. I’m fucking losing it. What is it with that woman? She gets to me. She’s gotten under my fucking skin and into my head.

      There’s a knock on my office door and I shout for whoever it is to come in. Christian walks in, his head held high, his gaze questioning. “That woman is pissed,” he comments.

      “You’re telling me something I already know,” I grind out, still fucking reeling from what she said.

      “I wasn’t sure if it’s what you wanted, but I’ve asked Clint to tail her.”

      I nod tightly, glad that one of us is thinking. “Thanks.”

      “So, what did she say?” I snarl at his question. “I’m not stupid, I know you, Mal. She’s said something to you that has you seething. So what is it this time?”

      “Sienna and Mayer had been dating since they were fourteen.” Fuck, I’m such a fucking fool. She played me well. I go on to explain everything that happened since I dragged her into my office.

      His lips part slightly showcasing his shock, he then lets out a low whistle. “Fucking hell.”

      “What the fuck are we missing, Christian?” There’s a big gaping hole in the information that we’ve gathered. I fucking hate this shit.

      His eyes flash with anger. “I’ve gone to the same person as always for the specific details we need. Bryson.”

      Which means that Bryson is playing us. What I want to know is why?

      Christian’s phone buzzes and when he pulls it from his pocket, his lips curl into a smile. “So, Raylee’s currently downing shots, I’m not entirely certain that’s the right thing for her to do, given how pissed she is. The two of you are volatile at the best of times. Adding alcohol to the mix, that’s just a disaster waiting to happen.”

      Fucking arse. Of course he’d find this amusing.

      “In all seriousness,” he says, his voice a note softer than it had been. “Is she okay?”

      I blink, that question taking me by surprise. “What?”

      He shrugs. “From what you’ve just said the woman’s dealing with a lot of shit. Can’t be easy finding out that your father is a fucking piece of shit on the same day that you bury your best friend.”

      What the hell is it with this fucker? Since when did we give a fuck about what anyone was feeling?

      He moves so he’s sitting in the chair that’s in front of my desk. “Look, there’s obviously something going on between the two of you. Why the fuck are you fighting it?”

      “She’s a fucking Silver,” I growl. “Do you really believe that fucking her would help this situation?”

      He merely shrugs. “Fucking say whatever is on the tip of your tongue.” I don’t usually have to pry shit out of him. He’s not one to hold things back.

      “Will it help the situation? No. It won’t. If anything, it’ll make it worse. But will it help you? Fuck yes.”

      I’m fucking tempted to track her down, say fuck it, and take her home, dedicate one night to ridding myself of this craving that I have.

      Sensing that it won’t be happening, Christian sighs. “You’ll be going to New York for a few days, maybe the distance from the situation will help.”

      Who the hell is he trying to convince? I already know that putting distance between us isn’t going to solve my constant hard-on. All the distance will do is give me blue balls and put me in a fucking worse mood than I’m already in.

      “I need to make some phone calls,” I tell him and the fucker just smiles as he settles back into his chair. I shake my head, the bastard has no respect. “You’ll stay here while I’m in New York,” I tell him as I reach into my pocket and take out my cell. “I’ll need someone to oversee everything.” Including the shit with the Silvers.

      He nods, “Okay, boss, you make your phone calls and then we’ll discuss upping the security in the clubs.”

      My first call is to my da, we organise everything for Holly’s upcoming nuptials. She’s marrying into the Italian Mafia. Her soon-to-be husband is the brother of our aunt’s husband. Dante Bianchi is the head of the Italian Mafia and my aunt is the head of the Irish Mafia on the American East Coast.

      Guilt crawls through my gut as it does every time I speak to my da. I never told anyone what my ma said to me about him not being my real da. I’ve not spoken to Ma since Danny and Melissa’s wedding and I don’t want to, but fuck I need to find out what the fuck she’s playing at and if what she’s said is the truth.

      Forty minutes later, I’ve finished my calls and sitting back in my chair, a tumbler of whiskey in my hand. The tension that’s been tight in my body is slowly starting to ebb away. Christian leads the conversation on the new security upgrades that he wants.

      The distinctive rat-ta-tat-tat sounds mere seconds before the windows to my office shatters around me. Bullets zoom past me, sinking into furniture and walls.

      “Get down,” Christian shouts as more bullets tear through the building.

      I don’t get down, instead I jump to my feet and reach behind my back to where my gun is currently holstered all the while moving towards the door. Anger rolls through me. Whoever the fuck it is has a death wish. No one comes at me and lives to tell the tale.

      As soon as I open the door to my office, I hear the blood curdling screams, the scent of fear hangs in the air. My gaze goes to the mass of people heading towards the exit. Fuck. Thankfully, my men are there, guiding them out to safety.

      Gunshots continue to ring out and those that haven’t fled to the exit, are lying on the floor, heads buried into the ground, their bodies flinching with each gunshot that sounds. Their whimpering can just about be heard over the hysteria.

      “Boss.” My body stiffens at that voice. Clint. What the fuck is he still doing here?

      I spin and look behind me, standing there, her hair in disarray, her eyes wide, face pale, and lips trembling is Raylee. I don't even think, I move towards her, needing to touch her, needing to have her in my arms. My heart is racing a little too fast. I shouldn't be fucking reacting like this. My arse should be demanding to find out who dares shoot at my club. Yet, I can't think about that, all I see is Raylee.

      "Are you okay?" I ask her, dragging her into my arms.

      She hisses out a breath as her hands press against my chest. She's trying to push me away, but I won't let her. No fucking way. Right now, I need her exactly where she is. "Let me go," she grounds out.

      "Boss..." Clint says hesitantly. "She's been hit."

      My blood runs cold. "What?" I hiss as I grip her arms with my hands and hold her at arm's length so that I can see her.

      "Get your hands off of me," she demands and it's in that moment that I see the tightness of her eyes, the slight wincing as she moves.

      My heart stammers against my chest. Fuck. "Where?" I ask, trying to keep myself reigned in. "Where are you hit?"

      She glares at me, her lip curling at the end. "Right where your hand is. Now release me."

      I instantly let her go, like she's burned me. I see the graze, the blood trickling down her arm. It's not bad, but it shouldn't have fucking happened. I clench my jaw as she reaches behind her for the vodka and some tissue.

      "What the fuck are you doing?" I ask her, wondering just how fucking crazy she truly is.

      She doesn't acknowledge me. God, this woman is infuriating. She cleans her wound meticulously. "Do you have a first aid kit?" She directs her question at Clint who's not even trying to hide his smirk. The arsehole. He turns away no doubt in search of the first aid kit.

      "Boss..." Christian says, walking back into the club. "It had to be those fucking Silvers. No doubt retaliating for what happened with Mayer."

      "Well, arshole," Raylee begins and Christian falters, his eyes widening at the sight of the sassy brunette. "It wouldn't be revenge for Mayer. I didn't tell them what you two motherfucking bastards did. "

      "Raylee, enough," I grit out, having had enough of the bullshit.

      "Who the hell do you think you are? You are not my father, nor are you my lover. You do not dictate to me what I can and can't do. As for this mess..." She waves her hand to indicate my club. "Whoever you pissed off is dangerous. It's a shame that they've got a piss poor aim. They missed you."

      Clint returns and hands her the kit, she smiles brightly at him and it takes every ounce of restraint that I have not to smash the bastard’s face in for returning the smile.

      She's slowly driving me crazy. She's not mine, she'll never be mine and yet, I'm feeling possessive towards her. Something I've never felt before. Damn it.

      Christian comes to stand at my side, whispering low so that only I can hear. "I'm thinking of retaliating, we'll send a message. We'll take Francis," he says talking about Raylee's brother.

      I nod, “Where to, the hangar or the factory?”

      The factory is a rundown old toy factory that sits on the outskirts of the city. My men found it whilst doing recon in the area, since then, we've taken it over and use it whenever we need to deal with business.

      “I’ll let you know,” he says with a grin.

      "They're going to come at us," I tell him with a smile. "Shitty timing considering I have to be in New York tomorrow, but we'll deal with it before I go."

      He nods, a smile twinkling in his eyes. "What are you going to do about her?"

      The crazy woman smiles at him, "Her, is not your problem." She hands Clint the first aid kit, having bandaged herself up. "You gentlemen seem to have a lot of cleaning up to do, I'll leave you to it."

      I watch in anger as she walks towards the exit, her hips swaying. I know that every fucking man in here is watching her too. Bastards. When she gets to the door, I see that her phone is in her hand, she turns to face me. "Don't worry, Mally. This is all over now." With that, she winks at me and walks out.

      I'm instantly on the move. What the fuck did she mean by that?

      "Stop," I demand as I make it to the door. Of course she doesn't, I hear the rumble of a bike growing closer to the club. For a moment I think that it's someone coming to pick her up, but then she frowns, her brows knitting together as she looks into the distance towards the sound.

      The bike rumbles towards us, growing closer and closer. "Get down," I roar as I see the glint in the drivers hand, pointed in our direction. No. Aiming at Raylee.

      I'm running towards her, pushing her to the ground just as the driver fires the gun.

      Raylee doesn't make a peep as the gunshots are fired around us. Footsteps sound behind me as the yells from my men hit me. They're running to their cars, getting ready to follow the arsehole on the motorbike.

      "Baby," I whisper, my mouth inches from her ear. "Are you okay?"

      She releases a pained moan. "Fuck." It's a painful hiss.

      I lift her into my arms and wince as I see the blood and scrapes on her face. That was my fault when I pushed her to the ground. I gently touch her face, "I'm sorry."

      She shakes her head, her eyes filled with pain. "Not your fault. You pushed me out of the way. Why?" The confusion in her face guts me. “Why the hell would you do that? You hate me.”

      I scoff, "I do, and you hate me just as much. But that doesn't mean that I don't want you." My thumb traces her lips. "I crave you. You're like a fucking drug to me, Raylee. I can't stay away from you and yet, you infuriate me like no other."

      I walk to my car, she's still in my arms, it feels right having her here. Like it's where she's meant to be.

      She smiles, "Yeah, well you push my buttons more than my brothers do and that's a hard feat."

      I chuckle, "What do you say, baby? Hmm, one night? Just one night to get this craving out of our system?"

      She shrugs as she licks her lips, "As long as you stop calling me baby."

      I grin. Fucking finally. I slam my lips down against hers. My dick hardens at the thought of being inside of her.
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      I must be fucking crazy—or in shock.. That’s the only explanation that I have. I shouldn’t be in this car, I definitely shouldn’t be going home with him. It’s a bad idea. A bloody huge mistake. But I can’t deny the attraction that I have for him.

      Fire’s burning in my stomach. The anticipation and lust have built up since the moment I saw him and since then I’ve pushed it aside and pretended that I don’t want Malcolm Gallagher. The truth is, I want him more than I care to admit. I need to taste him more than my next breath. I hate that I want him.

      “Are you doing okay?” he questions, his thick gravelly, Irish accent has my skin breaking out into goosebumps. How the hell does his voice have this effect on me? How does he manage to elicit this reaction from me?

      I stare at him, my head tilted to the side as I study him. This new side to him, I can’t figure it out. Is he being nice to me in hopes that he can screw me? Doesn’t he realise that angry sex is just as good, if not better than lust-filled sex. Hell, mix the two together and it’ll be off the charts.

      “Why do you care?” I ask, needing to get to the bottom of this. I don’t trust Malcolm, I sure as hell do not believe that he’s capable of turning off the hatred and acting like the concerned citizen.

      His brows furrow, “I’m not a monster, Raylee.”

      I scoff, is he for fucking real? “Really?” I drawl, wondering where the hell he gets his bloody high horse from.

      “You really blame me for his death?” he questions, his voice monotone as though it doesn’t matter what my answer will be. He must take my silence for his answer. “If I had let you go, you would have died,” he says through clenched teeth. “Don’t you fucking understand that?”

      My throat lodges as tears threaten to fall. “I know that. God, I’m not fucking stupid. But, he was Mayer.” His name comes out as a whisper. “What happened, should never have.” It should have been me. Mayer’s love for Gabby and I knew no bounds. He gave so much for us. Watching him die was the worst thing that could have happened to me.

      “The alternative was never an option.”

      I shake my head, “You don’t get it. You’ll never fucking understand.”

      I’m only here today because of Mayer. I’m able to live in the now because of his selflessness. And that led him where? To him being killed to protect me, yet again.

      “You’re right, I don’t fucking get it. How does someone like you end up being so close to a depraved arsehole like Mayer Banks.”

      I grit my teeth. “You do not,” I hiss at him, “get to talk about him like that. Not now, not ever.”

      He sighs heavily, this conversation getting us nowhere. “Look, just drop me off at the nearest convenience store. I’ll catch a ride home.”

      His jaw ticks. “We’re going to fuck. This thing between us, it’s driving me crazy. It needs to end. The only way that’s going to happen is if we fuck.” His voice is thick with need.

      I raise a brow, does he truly believe it’ll work like that? “You think once is going to be enough?”

      The smirk that forms causes chills to dance up my spine. He turns into an apartment complex and anticipation hums through my body.  “Oh, baby, who said that I’d only have you once tonight?”

      Heat rises in my cheeks and my throat dries. God, I can’t wait. I’m burning with lust. It’s as though an inferno’s building inside of me.

      He climbs out of his car and I’m mere seconds behind him. I glare at him when he goes to take my hand. I can’t have him touch me. Not just yet. I’m wound up tight, ready to implode. I silently walk behind him, that ever present smirk is etched onto his face. Damn him. Why the hell does he have to be so handsome? Yet, he’s still the most infuriating arsehole I’ve ever met.

      He leads me up the stairs and I’m grateful that he bypassed the elevator. My breath coming out in pants with each step I take. God, the anticipation is killing me.

      As he opens the door, he’s calm, collected and at ease. It pisses me off, he’s unaffected. Not a drop of sweat, nor is there a change in his demeanor. Bastard. He pushes the door open and waves for me to go ahead of him.

      My legs are shaky and unbalanced.

      As soon as I’m in his apartment, I scan it, taking in every inch of the decor. The bland white walls. Not a single splash of colour anywhere. Nor are there any pictures of his family. For a man that’s rich, his apartment is small. I thought it would be flashy, much like himself, but it’s not. It’s small, tidy, simplistic. It’s not Malcolm at all.

      His hand clamps around my wrist and pulls me. I spin on my heel and crash against his rigid body. I guess I was wrong. He is affected. His body taut, his jaw clenched, and his eyes blazing with anger. The smoldering look he gives me makes me shiver.

      “Fuck,” he growls as his lips slam down against mine.

      This kiss isn’t like before, his lips fuse to mine as though he’s trying to dominate me. Possess me. Claim me.

      I’m unable to control my body’s reaction to him. I arch into him, needing more.

      When his tongue snakes into my mouth, I’m lost. Things become frantic. I’m pulling at his clothes, and he’s tearing mine off me. My dress falls to the floor, pooling around my feet, I step out of it and kick off my heels, I’m standing here in just my thong. I rip apart his shirt, the buttons flying off and scattering around us.

      He nips at my bottom lip, enticing a painful hiss from me. But I don’t stop, I need him. This burning I have is only intensifying. His lips trail from mine down to my jaw, before painstakingly, slowly moving to my neck.

      I snap his fly open, his cock is thick and erect, begging for me to touch it. I wrap my hand around it, I tighten my hold and begin to move my hand—up and down.

      His eyes close. “Christ,” he growls as his lips suck at my neck.

      “Do not give me a hickey,” I demand. I don’t need the hassle of what will come if he does.

      He thrusts into my hand, his cock throbbing under my touch. I can’t help but release a moan as his lips tighten around the sweet spot on my neck.

      Suddenly he twists so that my back is against the door. He pulls away from me and I release his cock. His thumbs slide along my thighs, moving higher and higher until they slip under the band of my thong. The motherfucker tears them without much effort. I don’t have a chance to complain. He lifts me as though I weigh nothing and positions himself at the entrance to my pussy. I wrap my legs around his waist and slowly lower myself onto his thickness.

      I suck in a sharp breath as I lower myself even more. He’s big, a little too big. I’m trying to adjust to it, but the arsehole isn’t in the mood and tries to take over. I pull off and he growls, I can’t help but smile. Loving that he’s feeling this just as much as I am.

      “Please, for the love of all that is holy. Just do it.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, my lips at his ear. “No,” I whisper, my lips brushing against his earlobe. “I’ll do it when I want to.”

      He grunts, his hands at my hips tighten and I realise that I’ve just poked the bear one too many times. He slams into me and I cry out at the brutal pain that rips through me. “Fuck!” I yell, tears stinging my eyes.

      “Shit, you’re so fucking tight,” he snarls his hands gripping my hips in a punishing hold. “Are you a virgin?”

      I lift my head and glare at him. “No, I’m not. You’re just a lot bigger than I expected.”

      That gets me that motherfucking smirk. “I can’t hold back,” he says through gritted teeth.

      I nip at his earlobe, “No one told you to.”

      My words seem to have reached something inside of him. He pistons in and out of me like a man possessed. I unleashed the beast and fuck, if it’s not a good thing.

      I’m clawing at his back, as he fucks me against his apartment door. I’m meeting him thrust for thrust with as much passion and need. It’s raw and carnal. The build-up between us could have only ended one way. With him between my legs and me getting the best sex of my life.

      I’m panting, he’s grunting. The only noise in the apartment is our heavy breathing and the sound of our flesh hitting against one another.

      Our pace is relentless, both of us going hard and fast. Needing to fuck whatever the hell this is between us out of our systems.

      My toes curl around his waist as I feel my pleasure rising.

      My body arches back and my head hits off the door. One of Malcolm’s hands slide from my waist up my body leaving goosebumps in their wake until it reaches my neck. His hand tightens around my throat. It’s not painful, but I buck against him at the move. It’s a sign of possessiveness, ownership, dominance.

      “Remove your hand,” I snarl at him.

      “Mine,” he growls as he thrusts harder into me. “All fucking mine.”

      I can’t deny it. Right at this moment, he’s right. I am his.

      No one has ever dominated me as much as Malcolm is right now.

      His fingers flex against my throat, tightening ever so slightly and that’s all it takes to send me spiraling. I cry out, his name ripping from my lips. Stars shine brightly in my eyes as my orgasm takes over.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” he growls as he explodes inside of me; he buries his head into my shoulder, his breathing ragged. My body shaking from the most intense orgasm I have ever had.

      I knew that once was never going to be enough. I fucking knew that as soon as I had him, I’d want more. But I stupidly gave into my desire.

      His hand releases from my throat and moves to my hip once again. “I’m going to fuck you raw, Raylee, I’m going to ruin you for anyone else.”

      Bastard. I want to spit that word at him, but I can’t. I tighten my legs around him as I flex my Kegel muscles. I smile when he releases a harsh groan. His cock softening inside of me.

      “Bed,” he gruffly says. “Next I want you on my bed.”

      I bite my lip and nod, I’m not denying him. Not tonight. The damage is already done. Tomorrow is a new day and I’ll think about the consequences then.

      “Bed,” I tell him huskily and his eyes dilate with lust and need.

      “Fuck, I want you again,” he tells me as his lips brush against mine. “You’ll not be sleeping tonight, Raylee.”

      I smirk, “Hmm, we’ll see.” I taunt him as he walks with me in his arms towards the bedroom.

      One night. That’s all I’m allowing myself. Anything more with this man would be dangerous. Detrimental to my heart and my head. I need to leave this apartment unscathed.

      Yet, I already know that I’m losing that game. Malcom Gallagher has gotten inside my head and could push his way into my heart.
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      My eyes flutter open, the pressing need to pee has woken me. I’m hit by sheer darkness. What the fuck? Where the hell am I?

      Panic claws at my stomach. God no. Not again.

      My breathing deepens as I press a hand to my chest, my heart racing a mile a minute. This can’t be happening again. Anxiety builds within me as the memories of what happened last time assault me. I won’t survive it this time.

      I’m locked in an internal battle. One that I’m not equipped to deal with. I didn’t think they’d come back for me. I thought I was safe. Someone's breathing beside me, and my eyes widen as the panic that’s rising skyrockets. The fear curls in my stomach like a snake ready to pounce. Breathless, unable to take in the much needed oxygen. I scramble from the bed, as quietly as possible, needing to get away. Trying to get free.

      I’m back in this hole. I thought I had escaped, I thought I was free. But I’m not. I’m back into the darkness once again. Back to where the pain and suffering is. Where I’m at my lowest. I land on the floor on my knees, instantly I begin to crawl, searching for my way out.

      It doesn't take me long to reach the door. Hope bursts in my chest, freedom. As I open the door light plunges in. And just like that, I’m back in the present. Fuck, haven't had a nightmare like that in years.

      I get to my feet, looking behind me I see Malcolm sprawled on the bed, lying on his belly. The sheets covering his ass and legs, leaving his back bare. His skin tanned from the Spanish sun. Much like my own. I devoured every inch of his body so I know that he has a tan line.

      The memories of last night hit me. The carnal need that I had to be with him is something that I had never felt before. The utter power that he exudes only enhanced my pleasure. Malcolm and I, it was passionate, raw, and unbelievably amazing. I never thought sex could be so damn powerful. I never thought I’d want someone so much that I’d give my last breath to be with them and that’s exactly what it was last night. Sheer need and lust. As soon as we’d finish, we’d catch our breaths and recuperate, one of us would end up reaching for the other one, needing them again.

      We fucked hard, fast, and brutal, but we also had slow, soft, passionate sex. Both with Malcolm were amazing and the things that man can do with his mouth is sinful. Not to mention he’s talented with his hands. Although, I think I shocked him when I sucked him dry like a damn porn star. I couldn’t help it, I needed to taste him, just as he did me. I knew that last night was it for us, so I had to have him every way possible.

      Today though, in the light of day. I realise just how badly we fucked up. It should never have happened. Neither of us should have given into the desire. Stupidity on both of our parts.

      I linger at the doorway, not really wanting to go. But knowing I have to. There’s no other way. Malcolm isn’t mine and he never will be. We’re star-crossed lovers and I’m okay with that. I blow him a kiss, it’s my final goodbye and close the door as I walk away.

      I find my dress, right where we left it last night, beside the front door, lying on the floor with my shoes beside them. I quickly pull them on. I reach into the pocket of my dress for my phone. I look at the screen and realise I had it on silent mode. Damn. I have forty-seven missed calls and just as many texts.

      Shit, my family's wondering where I am. The texts start off asking if I'm okay, they soon go from concerned to worried, to pissed, then back to worried again. I really screwed up, I should have at least told one of them that I wouldn’t be coming home.

      I quickly make a hasty exit from Malcolm's apartment. Needing to get away, not wanting to see him when he wakes up. This can never happen again. What happened last night. It was a one off, just as he said.

      If my family ever found out what happened between us, there would be war.
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      “Jesus. Why the hell are you in such a bad mood? For someone who got laid last night, I thought you'd have a much cheerier disposition,” Christian says with a smirk.

      Mother of fuck. I just want to knock his teeth down the back of his throat.

      I woke up this morning to find Raylee gone. I don't know why that pisses me off, it shouldn't. I have no claim to that woman. All she does is infuriate me. But yeah, waking up and finding her gone. Something in my gut tightened, my chest ached, and I felt a sense of loss wash over me. I hate that there’s nothing I can do.

      “Leave it alone,” I say through clenched teeth. I don’t want to discuss what happened last night with anyone. All I want to do is crawl back into bed with Raylee beside me, hell underneath or on top of me. I wouldn’t care I just want to fuck her senseless yet again. Of course this crazy woman was right and once would not be enough. Hell, one full night wasn't enough. I think I passed out around 6am. My body was completely spent after fucking her all night.

      “Whatever you say, boss,” he replies, still smirking. The arshole.

      “What did you find out about last night?” I demand

      My teeth clench at the thought of some dickhead trying to kill Raylee, There's no doubt about it. That motherfucker on the motorcycle was aiming for her. Lucky enough I pushed her out of the way. God knows what would have happened if I hadn't got there in time. No—not thinking about it, I can't think about it.

      “So we followed him to the airport. As soon as he went inside, we lost him. Obviously, he was doing the job and getting the fuck out of town,” he informs me, his lips thinned, pissed that the man escaped.

      This entire thing makes no sense to me, surely he'd want to be paid? But then again he didn't do the job properly. He didn't kill her. So many scenarios running around my head, I don't like it one bit. But the fact of the matter is, he didn’t finish the job, Raylee is still alive. It just means that she’s not safe.

      “What about her brother?” I ask, remembering him telling me before I left that he was going to get the men to pick up Francis.

      I want to know who shot up my club, and there's only one dickhead in town that has the balls to go head-to-head with me. And that's the motherfucking Silvers. Right now I need to target the weakest of the pack. I thought that was Raylee. God was I wrong. That woman is strong, resilient, and beautiful.

      I have to go for the one that is weak. And out of the brothers, it is Francis.

      “Yeah, we have him,” Christian tells me. “He's currently sitting at the old hangar. There’re three men on him.” I nod, that’s good.

      He tilts his head slightly and continues. “It won't be long until the Silvers realise he’s gone. We won't have much time.”

      “I know,” I reply as I climb into the passenger side of the car as Christian gets into the driver’s seat.

      The hangar is situated in a small derelict airport, miles outside of the city, that’s not been used for over a decade. Lucky for us, I know a friend of a friend who could help us. The hangar is a great place to talk. It’s off grid, and we can't be overheard because it's close enough to the new airport that the planes make it a bit tough for anyone listening.

      “Have you questioned him?” I ask Christian as he drives.

      “Not yet. Boss, he demands to know what we want. That we’re going to die. That he's gonna kill us. Asking do we know who is father is blah blah de blah blah blah. The usual shit. No one gives a fuck about his father.

      I roll my eyes. Always the bloody same with the arseholes.

      “But when it was mentioned that the club was shot in a drive-by he looked genuinely surprised. So either he's a great actor. Or he had no idea, which means that he is being left out of the Silver business.” He nods to himself. “Which makes sense because he's a fucking idiot. And I wouldn't leave him alone with a fucking dog, let alone a business.”

      I chuckle. He's right. I would not let any of the Silvers alone with the business. Not one of them knows how to run one. Maybe Wayne could lead them. Kiro and Jake, they're more muscle men—the brawn to Wayne's brains. Francis is next on and well he's useless. And then there is Bentley. That man is an enigma. He's smart and strong. He'd be a great enforcer, but he's also very stupid and is in trouble more often than not; he can't control his impulses, and that's a very dangerous thing for a man like him. To be in the business that he and his family are in, one wrong move would send him to prison. He's got so much on his rap sheet already it’s a wonder he's not already behind bars. But then, good old Daddy will pay his way and get him out.

      It’s not long before we reach the hangar. As I walk inside, Francis lifts his head and sits forwards. He's not marred, bruised, or hurt in any way, shape, or form. I'm not stupid. My men are not stupid. He will be returned in the exact same form as when we took him. Sending him back without being hurt will fuck with the Silvers. It will let them know that we can play with them, we can get to them at any stage we want and we will leave them guessing as to what we can do to them.

      For Francis his time isn't up yet. He's here to give me the information that I need.

      “You,” he spits. “What the fuck do you want?”

      I shake my head at the utter disrespect from this little prick. “I want to know why your family shot up my club.” My stance is neutral, my hands hanging loosely by my side, but the gleam in my eye promises retribution.

      “We didn't,” he says through a laugh. “But I’d sure as hell like to buy whoever did a drink.”

      Oh, this one has jokes. The funny fuck. It’s time to enlighten the bastard. “The only people who have it out for me is you, and you're stupid arse family.”

      His eyes narrow, he doesn't like that. “We’re arseholes? We're not the ones starting a war with you for no reason.”

      I take a deep breath. Trying to reign in my temper. No reason? Is he fucking real? “You sell women against their will. You pimp them out against their will. You rape them. That makes it my motherfucking business. No man ever takes from a woman, anything that isn't given to them freely by that woman,” I seethe, pissed that I even have to explain this shit.

      His cheeks flush telling me that I've hit the nail on the head. “Yeah dickhead, you are also a part of it, you are definitely your father’s son. So I'll ask again. Why did you shoot up my club?”

      He glares at me, “I already told you, we didn't do it.” His nostrils flare. “Yesterday was Mayer’s funeral. We spent the night looking for our sister. Because some dickhead killed him. And she's hurting. We wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      Now, why the fuck does that make my chest ache? I already knew she cared for Mayer, but hearing it from him—the emotion in his voice. It hits me in the gut. I'm missing something. The whole dynamic between Mayer and Raylee is weird.

      “Why would someone like your sister who's, as far as I can tell, pure from your life. Why would she be messed up with someone like him?”

      He shakes his head, “That's not my story to tell.”

      Fuck. “So there is a story to tell?”

      He just continues to glare at me. “Told you not my story to tell. You want to know, ask Raylee.” He fucking laughs, “I doubt you’ll get very far. She hates your guts just as much as we do.” He begins and I clench my jaw.  “I mean, you were there, weren't you?” he taunts. “The night that Mayer died.” He slowly grins. “Yeah, we got the security footage. We know you held her back. She’ll never forgive you for that. We’ll never forgive you for that.”

      Well fuck me running. I had no idea they knew, but I don't really give a fuck either. I doubt Raylee knows, she would have said something. I did what I had to in order to save Raylee, and I'll do it again in a heartbeat. Mayer got what was coming to him whether he meant so much to her or not. He deserved what he got.

      “Stay the fuck away from my sister,” he growls.

      I smile, “Sure, whatever you say.”

      He snarls at me. “We didn’t shoot your club. When we come for you, it’ll be only you. We won’t hide behind our cars, or other people. We’ll walk up to you and shoot you. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but you have more than us that hate you.”

      This is getting me nowhere. This arsehole isn’t giving me any information.

      I nod to my men, it’s time to get this bastard out of here. “I’ll be seeing you soon, Francis.” I warn him and the fucker’s eyes widen. Yeah, the bastard is scared. Good.

      “You believe him?” Christian asks me as we drive away from the hangar. “He looked as though he was going to piss himself at any moment.”

      “I do, the fucker has no idea about anything. But if what he says is true and the Silvers were looking for Raylee last night, then it wasn’t the Silvers that shot my club. So who the fuck was it?”

      Christian’s lips purse. “Have you thought that maybe the shooting wasn’t meant for you?”

      I whip my head to the side and stare at him. “Who do you think they were aiming for?”

      His hands tighten on the steering wheel. His knuckles white from his grip. “It’s either a hell of a coincidence or perfect timing. The shots are fired into the club and then not even ten minutes later, a gunman shoots at Raylee?”

      My gut churns, fuck. It makes sense. Shoot into the club and cause mass hysteria, driving everyone from the club outside. Including Raylee. As soon as she stepped foot outside the motorcycle was moving towards her.

      “Which means that whoever wants her dead, isn’t going to give up.” Christian voices my concern. He reaches for his cell phone and calls Isaiah. One of the men that is currently with Francis. He regales what we think happened at the club and tells him to relay it to Francis. We all know that the Silvers are an extremely close knit family and they’ll do all they can to protect Raylee.

      “She’ll be fine,” he assures me once he’s off the phone.

      “I know,” I reply, not believing the words I’m saying. Someone wants to kill her, and they’ve already made an attempt. Two if you count the night that Mayer died.

      “There’s nothing you can do, Mal, you’re leaving for New York tonight.”

      I clench my jaw. Why does the thought of leaving piss me off? I shouldn’t care that I won’t be with her. She’s not mine and yet every fucking thing in me rebels against that statement.

      What the fuck has she done to me?
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      I called Gabby to come get me from Malcolm's home. I couldn’t go home yet. I’m not sure if I’ll ever be ready for that, but I know that at some point, I’ll have to. But as soon as Gabby saw my face, she lost her damn mind. She demanded to know what happened and when I told her that I was shot at, she cried. She’s scared that she’s going to lose me too

      When we arrived at her apartment, I finally got a look at myself. God, my face looks like someone took a cheese grater to it, Malcom pushed me to the ground which saved me from a bullet but not from the concrete. I no longer look like a bloody corpse thanks to the shower I took and the clean clothes that Gabby loaned me.

      After the shower, Gabby and I ended up talking. I needed to let everything out. To cry, rant, scream, and try to focus my life. I’m at a loss of what to do from now. Where do I go? Everything is clouded, muddled, and I can’t seem to get a single thought straight.

      Malcolm. God, that man. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking. I hate him so much for what he did to Mayer. That night is something that I feel deep in my soul and hurts me to the bone. I can’t forgive the actions, I don’t think I ever will. Yet, underneath all the pain, hurt, and anger I know his actions are the only reason I’m still breathing. I’m falling for him and I hate that. I despise that I care about this arsehole. How has he gotten under my skin?

      Gabby was sympathetic, once she understood where I was coming from, she hates him for what happened to Mayer. That man was something special to the both of us. Without him, it's hard. I keep thinking I'll see him again, that he'll call my phone or be around the next corner. But I know it's not going to happen.

      Last night. I needed to feel something. Wanted something to distract me from the pain. Going to Malcolm, I never expected it to end up me in his bed. I only wanted to know what he meant by my father selling me.

      What I found out was more than I could bear. What I found out rocked me to the core.

      My father allegedly traffics women, prostitutes them out, and rapes them. Knowing he could do all of that, how am I supposed to act as though he's still the same man to me? How am I supposed to love him still when he can do such horrid things to others? I can't. It's one of the reasons I haven't returned home. How do I act as though everything's normal?

      Gabby and I came up with a plan. She called her dad today. She asked him for all the information he could find out about the Silver family. Her father already had the information, he had checked into them when he discovered how close she and I were and that she’d be around me most of the time. He wasn’t pleased to discover that we had uncovered what my father does. But he also realises that we're old enough to know the truth.

      So he told us how my father has taken women from all over Spain, how he has kidnapped them, taking them as payment from his clients for not paying their debts, or tricking them into becoming prostitutes. If that wasn’t bad enough, I also found out that he drugs them into doing things that they wouldn't normally do. Having sex for money. Although, the women do not receive the money, Dad does. He forces them to sleep with men in the brothels that he has scattered around Spain.

      He sells the women who do not comply with what he wants. He slaughters the families that come for him, for blaming him for taking the women, taking away their young daughters. He doesn't care.

      It hurts so much to know that my father is such an evil man. I can't allow this to happen anymore. If I had known sooner, I would have done something sooner. I would have stopped it. Now? Well now I’m going to make sure that my father can’t hurt anyone else again.

      “Your phone’s been blowing up all day,” Gabby tells me, as she glances at the screen. “Bentley’s persistent. Why are you ignoring him?”

      I sigh, “I don’t know how I’d deal if he and the others are also involved in this whole trafficking, prostitution ring. The thought makes me want to throw up.”

      She nods, “I know, it’s going to be hard to sit down next to your father without stabbing him with a knife.”

      Yeah, that’s what I’m feeling. “Ugh,” I moan, not even remotely looking forward to the conversations that I’m going to have with my family. “I guess I should go home.”

      She gives me a sad smile, “If we want this plan to work, then yes. It’s going to be hard, Ray, but eventually, it’ll all be worth it.”

      She’s right. If I want to bring them down, I have to do this the right way.

      I rise to my feet and give her a nod. “Okay, then let’s do this.”

      She clasps my hand, giving it a squeeze in support. “It’s going to be okay,” she promises me.

      I just wish that I could believe her. I’m not sure anything is ever going to be okay again.
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      “Where the hell have you been?” Dad roars as soon as I step foot into the house.

      “Out,” I reply, a little snarkier than I had planned.

      Bentley rushes forwards and pulls me into his arms, the embrace tight and painful, but I return it.  “Ray, where have you been? I’ve been out of my mind with worry.”

      “I’m okay,” I promise him. “I just needed some space to be alone and gather my thoughts.” It’s not exactly a lie, but also not the full truth.

      He pulls back and glances over me, his eyes narrowing in on my face and then particularly close as he reaches my neck. Fuck. The hickey. I warned that bastard not to leave one on me.

      “Alone, huh?”

      “Shut up,” I fire back, but my blood runs cold when I see the anger in all of my brothers’ faces. “What’s happened?”

      Their stony expressions just add to my anxiousness. “Tell me,” I urge them.

      Dad steps forwards, “What the hell happened to you?”

      I wave a hand in the air dismissively, “I went to a club, there was a shootout, I got pushed to the ground and scraped my face.”

      Oops, wrong thing to say. Now I’m facing off with six angry men, all whose faces are getting redder by the second.

      “You were at Gallagher’s club.” The accusation in Francis’ voice has me tensing. “What the fuck were you doing there?”

      “Having a drink. I wanted to be alone, that’s why I went there.” I try to sound as nonchalant as possible.

      Francis glares at me. He doesn't believe me, but thankfully he doesn't make any more of it. “Last night, I was taken by the Irish arsehole wanting to know why we shot up his club.” He raises a brow as his nostrils flare. “We didn't of course. It wasn’t us, but what the stupid fucking twat doesn't realise is that he has more than one enemy. Or so I thought.”

      I frown, “What’s that supposed to mean? That you thought?”

      “Those pricks let me go, they even gave me a car service. Driving me right to our front door. While I was in the car, I got a call from his right-hand man telling me to inform Dad that you are in danger.” My blood runs cold at Francis’ words. He nods and carries on with his story. “He told me to let Dad know that the shooting at the club was a way to get you out in the open where they could shoot you.” He runs a hand over his jaw. “I didn't believe him. Why would my sister be at the arseholes club?”

      I nibble on my lip. Not really sure what to say right now.

      “I thought he was taking the piss, trying to infiltrate us, because if it was true, and you were shot in his place. It would mean we’d blame him and go to war.” He shakes his head.  “So imagine my surprise to find out that he is in fact, right, and you were there.”

      “I was there,” I tell him, but I don't think they were there for me. Yes, there were the shots fired and when I left the club there was the man on a motorbike who also fired shots. But what I don’t understand is why they would shoot me. I've done nothing wrong.

      But the night that Mayer died replays over in my head. The things those men said before they beat my best friend to death hits me. They wanted to get to me. That's why he died. They wanted to get back at my family for what they have done to those men’s sister. If what Malcolm is saying is true and the shots fired were meant for me as a way to lure me out into the open so I could be shot at close range, then this is all down to my dad and that fucking business of his.

      “You are not allowed to leave the house,” Dad tells me his voice thick with emotion, shaky and his body tense. “Don't argue with me right now. I will not lose my daughter.” He points a meaty finger at me. I’ve never seen him like this before. He’s never shown so much emotion.

      “Why are they after me?” I ask, needing to know if he will tell me the truth. “Why are they targeting me, I have not done anything to anyone,” I hiss, egging him with my eyes to tell me the reality of what I'm facing.

      He just stares at me. “We’ll sort this out. Don't you worry, you’re to stay here.” He glances at Gabby. “You should stay too.”

      Gabby shakes her head. “Thank you, but I’m okay, Mr. Silver. I have a lot of work to do. But I’ll be careful,” she says, but her voice is shaky.

      I completely understand why she doesn't want to be here. She can't be around my father for too long. I wish I had that luxury. What we uncovered today. It's disgusting. And to even talk to him is hard, my throat’s dry, I’m nauseous, and I just want to cry. I want to ask him why he's done these things. But I know he’ll just lie and tell me that he hasn't. Knowing him, he'll blame Malcolm.

      While I didn’t believe Malcolm in the beginning, I had to find out the truth, plus Malcolm has no reason to lie about what my dad does. And finding out from Gabby’s father just cemented it. Not to mention he has evidence of my father’s dealings. There’s no other choice but to believe that he is the monster. Especially now, with these people after me.

      There's no greater revenge than an eye for an eye. Being the only daughter of the Silver family, and the greatest target. I should have realised that, I’m so naïve. I hate that he’s put me in this position.

      Thankfully, Gabby's father has assured me that he will be sending me the evidence he has through secure email. One that can't be traced, so I can see for myself and know what to look for.

      I will not be defeated. Mayer died to protect me for something my father did. The man has caused too much pain. And I can't let it go on anymore.

      I will bring my father down. I just hope that I can survive while doing it.
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      The wheels of the private jet touch down in New York City and I sigh in relief. I’m here for a few days and I’m glad of the reprieve. Being here gives me a chance to put everything into perspective, a chance to be away from what's happening. I hope that I’ll see things with a clearer mind.

      I’m hoping that being this far from Raylee will give me more focus. That woman has taken up my every waking thought. She's a constant fixture in my mind, it's ridiculous that I've become so obsessed over her. Thankfully, there's been no more attempts on her life. I've kept Isaiah and Matt on her while I'm in New York, needing to make sure that she's taken care of. I don't care if her father is the leader of one of the biggest gangs in Spain. I need to make sure she's okay.

      The fucking kicker of it? She hates me, I know it, I can feel it. I hate who she is, who her family is. She's gorgeous, fun, quick-witted, and she always gives as good as she gets. That’s something I actually admire about her, she never lets anything get to her. She stands tall and stares me down, never cowers behind the fear; instead she faces it head on. But she’s a Silver. And what that family has done, I can't and won't accept it.

      She hates me enough as it is for allowing Mayer to be killed. I can just imagine how much she's going to despise me if her family dies at my hands. There's no other way around it. Harry Silver is going to die.

      Christian is working on trying to find out where the motorcyclist went after he got to the airport. We need to find out which flight he got on and then see if we can track him from there. Christian and I know a lot of people in the right places that can help us do this. We just need to figure out our starting point. As soon as I find out, I'm going to pay that piece of shit a visit, and I'm going to find out why he is after her, or who hired him to kill her. Then I'm going to kill him. That doesn't bother me, the fact that I'm gonna kill him. What bothers me is the why I am going to do it. Because of her.

      I don't understand how I could care for someone so much in such a short space of time. It's a foreign concept to me. Yes, Sienna warmed my bed for a while, but I didn't feel half as much for her as I feel for Raylee. There was also something about Sienna that kept me on edge. I couldn’t understand her motives. Whereas, with Raylee I see her. To me, she's an open book. I see the hate. I see the lust. I see everything in between. She has no qualms showing me exactly how she's feeling. It's refreshing. I want her. God, I want her more than I have ever wanted anything in my life.

      I should have known that once was never enough with her. I'm hoping that when I can talk to my da that he’ll be able to shed some light on my situation. That means admitting what's happened. What's going on with the Silvers and knowing my da, he’ll want in on the action. There'll be no stopping him.

      A driver is waiting for me outside the airport. My aunt Makenna has organized one of her men to bring me to the house. My da, brother Danny and his wife, Melissa, are already here, having arrived yesterday.

      Sliding into the car, I check my phone. I have a couple of emails and some text messages, but nothing from Christian, Isiah, or Matt. I relax further, knowing that she’s okay. God, I’m a fucking sap. Why the hell am I getting worked up over her?

      An hour later and the car’s driving into the long driveway of Makenna and Dante’s house. Before I’m even out of the car, Da’s at the front door with a smile on his face, his eyes heavy and I know that look. I've seen it every day for the past fifteen or so years. Ma’s getting to him.

      My jaw clenches when I see the woman in question step up behind him. She wasn’t supposed to be here. She only gave birth to my brother last week. She sidles up beside him, knowing better than to touch him, the last time she tried that I thought he was going to kill her. Ma has something over my da, that’s the only reason he’s still with her. I know it deep in my bones. I’m going to figure out what it is and then we can eliminate it. My da’s had enough of Ma’s brand of bullshit to last him a lifetime, it’s time for him to cut her loose.

      “Mal,” Ma says with a bright grin as she takes a step forwards.

      Is she delusional? Doesn’t she remember the last conversation that we had?

      I side step her as she reaches for me. Not going to fucking happen. I move towards Da, he’s got a smile on his face, but his gaze darts between me and Ma. This isn’t our usual greeting, usually, I’m the only one that puts up with her. Not anymore. I’m done with her.

      “Son,” Da greets me as he pulls me into his arms. “You doing okay?”

      I nod, “Yeah, but if you’ve got some time later, we need to talk.”

      His eyes narrowing in on Ma who’s standing beside us.

      “Of course, are you staying here? Your ma isn’t,” he tells me with a grin. No doubt Makenna put her foot down and said that she wasn’t welcome in her house.

      “I’ve a hotel booked.” As much as I love my siblings and my aunt. We’d end up at each other's throats within twenty-four hours.

      He nods, “You’ve seen him, you can leave now, Zoe.” Da’s tone brooks no arguments. He hates her.

      She huffs, but turns on her heels and walks towards the waiting car. Not even saying goodbye to anyone. This is why she’s a bitch, she doesn’t care about anyone but herself.

      “Your siblings aren’t here,” he tells me, “but we’ll all be going to dinner this evening.” His jaw clenches, “Including your ma.”

      I had been told that she wouldn’t be. “Did she bring Gareth with her?”

      Da’s lips thin, that alone tells me that she didn’t. Who the hell leaves a week old baby at home while she’s in New York? Selfish fucker.

      “Makenna’s waiting to see you,” he says and I nod, anger still pulsing through my veins, but at least she’s gone. I have a few hours’ reprieve.
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      “I’ll stop by your hotel in two hours,” Da tells me as we leave the restaurant. “I’ve a meeting that I need to get to.”

      “No worries, just stop by whenever you get a chance.”

      He studies me, “I’ll want to hear all about her.”

      Why the hell am I not surprised that he knows there’s a woman?

      “It’s a long, fucked-up story.”

      He shrugs, “I have the time.” His car pulls up outside and he slaps me on the back. “See you in a while, Mal.”

      Unlike the others I’m not lucky enough to escape before Ma exits the restaurant. The dinner was quiet and somber. Da had obviously warned her not to say a word and thankfully she didn’t. Holly was the only one of us that wasn’t present and I don’t blame her.

      “Malcolm, I’m glad you’re still here.” She smiles broadly at me. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Ma, I’m not in the mood to listen to your bullshit.”

      She gasps in fake outrage, “God, my children hate me.”

      I roll my eyes, she’s so fucking dramatic. “Ma, you brought this on yourself. If you had been any sort of mother, none of us would hate you right now. But you’re you and as it is, not one person on this earth can stand you.”

      “Whatever,” she huffs as she brushes her blonde hair over her shoulder. “I wanted to talk to you about what we spoke about at your brother’s wedding.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. “Leave it,” I warn her.

      “I’ve told your father about you. He’s pissed that I kept you from him. He wants to meet you.”

      I pin her with a glare. “You did, what?” I hiss, I can’t fucking believe her.

      She shrugs, “He deserves to know the truth. He wants to meet you, he missed out on twenty-one years of your life.”

      “Yeah and whose fault is that? Jesus, Ma, seriously?”

      She waves her hand dismissively. “Jerry wants to meet his son. He’s asked me to pass on his number.”

      “Jerry?” I echo. Who the fuck is Jerry?

      “Jerry Houlihan,” she replies with a smile on her face.

      Oh fuck me. “Ma, you do realise if Da finds out that a war is going to start.”

      Jerry Houlihan is the head of the Houlihan Gang in Ireland. He and Da have a truce, have had one since as long as I can remember. I send the drugs to Ireland, Jerry gets some of them. That’s the way things work. If Da ever finds out that Jerry’s my father, that he and my ma had an affair, there’s going to be fucking hell to pay.

      “Is he Chloe, Mary, and Gareth’s Da?”

      She shakes her head. “No, right now their fathers don’t know either.”

      And knowing her, they won’t until it’s time for her to fuck with people’s heads.

      My car comes to a rolling stop and I walk towards it. “Goodbye, Ma.”

      She splutters, “You’re leaving? Don’t you want to know more?”

      “Nope,” I reply as I open the door. “Whatever game you’re playing, I want nothing to do with it.” I slide into the car and close the door.

      I’m not listening to the shit that she has to say. I now know the truth, I know the man that was the sperm donor, but that does not make him my father. Denis Gallagher will always be that.

      Two hours later, I’m still seething, unable to understand the game that my ma is playing. She wants something, but I can’t figure out what. I can’t be arsed with her any longer. I should have been done with her a long time ago.

      Now I’m on the phone with Christian getting an update on everything that’s going down while I’m away and that includes what’s happening with Raylee.

      “She’s currently at the club that the Silvers own in Malaga,” Christian tells me and that only fuels my anger.

      “What the fuck is she doing there?” I growl, wondering what the hell is wrong with that family? We’ve told them that she’s a target and she’s at a bloody club that’s over two hours from her home.

      “She also gave the men the slip today. She was out of range for over three hours.”

      Red hot anger pulses through me. “What?” I hiss, why the fuck have my men become incompetent?

      “She was rushing while in the market, she somehow gave them the slip, I still haven’t found out how she managed it. But she must have realised that she’s being followed.”

      “Does she have a death wish?”

      “I’m watching her now,” I blink at his admission. “She’s up to something, boss, I know it.”

      Of course she fucking is. Before I can reply, there’s a knock on my hotel door. My da’s here. “I’ve got to go. Stay on her and keep me updated.”

      “Will do,” he assures me.

      I move to the door and open it, Da’s standing there looking pissed. I open the door wider and let him in. “So, your ma told you, huh?”

      Jesus, what the hell is that woman’s problem? “Told me what?” I ask, with her it could be any number of things.

      “That you’re not my biological son. I don’t give a fuck about DNA, you’re mine, as is Chloe, Mary, and now Gareth. That ain’t ever going to change.” His tone clipped, I can’t blame him, if I found out that the kids I brought up weren’t my own, I’d lose my fucking mind.

      “I don’t give a fuck who my sperm donor is,” I tell him truthfully. “Ma’s pissed and she’s playing with us all. Why?”

      He sighs as he takes a seat. “I found someone.”

      I smile, well about fucking time.

      “Your ma senses that and feels as though she’s losing what she has so she’s getting her ducks in a row.” He clenches his fists and rests them under his chin as he leans forwards in the chair. “She’s up to something and I need to nip that shit in the bud before it’s too late.”

      I take the seat opposite him. “What’s she got on you, Da?”

      He sighs, “Evidence that’ll put one of you away for a fucking long time. I won’t allow it.”

      “Then we need to find it.” He nods, “It’s time to start playing as dirty as she is. The sooner we find the evidence, the quicker she’s out of our lives.”

      His jaw clenches. “She’s a fucking cunt,” he grunts. “God fucking forgive me, that’s the mother of my children. But damn, she’s fucked up.”

      I couldn’t agree more. Ma’s made her bed, it’s time for her to lie in it.

      “Now, tell me what’s going on,” he instructs.

      So I do, I lay it all out for him. Everything that’s happened with the Silvers including with Raylee.

      “Jesus,” he spits. “I didn’t raise you to be a fucking arshole, Mal.”

      I blink at the venom in his voice.

      “This girl, has just lost someone close to her and you’re treating her like a fucking piece of shit. Now, do you want this girl?”

      I hesitate, it’s a question that I’ve been asking myself constantly since I met her.

      He rolls his eyes, “You and Danny are the fucking same, neither of you can make up your damn mind until it’s too late. You want her, so what’s stopping you?”

      “She’s a Silver.”

      “And? Melissa’s a Harding, do you hold it against her?” He shakes his head in disgust. “No, you fucking idiot. You need to get your head out of your arse when it comes to this woman. I know the shit with Sienna fucked you up, you didn’t even like her that much. But, Raylee…” He gives me a soft smile. “She’s different, the way you talk about her is different.”

      I scrub my hands over my face. “What do I do?”

      I’m out of my fucking depth. I’ve never felt this before. I’m usually in control and focused, but Raylee has me fucked up.

      “You figure it out. You need to decide if you want her or not. If you don’t, let her go.”

      I bristle at that thought. Damn it.

      Da laughs, “I can’t wait to meet her. Any woman that’s got you tied up in knots has my full approval.”

      I flip him the bird, “What about your woman? When are we going to meet her?”

      “Callie’s sweet. Your ma’s brand of craziness will have her running for the hills. That’s not happening.”

      Oh shit, he’s in love with her.

      “So what does Callie think of the situation?” It can’t be easy being with a married man.

      His silence lingers and I’m actually fucking shocked. “You haven’t told her?”

      “No, she’s not ready for it.” He gets to his feet. “What you found out,” he says, “it stays between us.”

      He’s talking about him not being my biological father.

      “Not sure how easy that’s going to be, Jerry Houlihan wants to get to know me. Apparently you weren’t the only one left in the dark.”

      His jaw clenches, “You leave Jer to me.” He stalks towards the door, pissed off and angry, just as I am. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Don’t worry about your ma, Mal, she’ll get what’s coming to her.”

      Damn, Ma’s in for a world of hurt and I couldn’t give a shit about it. She’s going to get what she deserves.

      I reach for my phone and send Danny a text, informing him of what Ma has on Da. We need to find that evidence and get rid of it as soon as possible.

      It’s not even a minute later that my brother responds.

      Danny Boy: On it, we’ll find it. That bitch is going down.

      The sooner the bloody better.
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Three weeks later

        

      

    

    
      I don’t look behind me as I hurry through the crowd, Sundays are always the best day to lose the arsehole that’s following me. Whenever I leave the house, they're there, waiting. As soon as I begin my journey, they’re following. At first, I thought it was the arseholes who Dad thinks is after me, but I soon realised they’re Malcolm’s men.

      It’s been three weeks since I’ve seen him. I’m not really sure how I feel about it. Some days I’m ecstatic, glad that he’s finally given up and is leaving me alone and then there’s other days, like today, where I’m angry and hurt that he fucked me and then hasn’t bothered with me since. As much as I’d like answers, I’m not that girl. I will not throw myself at a man that doesn’t want me. Not to mention that I’m not sure what I’d actually do if I see him. I’m that hurt and angry, I could hurt him.

      “Pssst…” I hear hissed at me and I smirk. Gabby is so not stealthy at all.

      I quickly sidle up beside her, and we wait until the man that had been tailing me walks through the crowd straight past us. God, it’s so easy to lose them.

      “So,” she begins as she links her arm through mine and we begin to walk towards her car. “Dad called last night with some news.”

      Her father is the only one that knows what we’re doing. He wasn’t happy when he first learned it, but both Gabby and I talked at length with him and he finally agreed that our way works best. Currently, we’re working with the Spanish police as well as Interpol. Seems Daddy Dearest’s trafficking and prostitution rings run throughout Europe. So to end his tyranny, I’ve become their confidential informant.

      It pains me to have to do this, but I had no choice. What he’s doing is wrong on so many different levels that I can’t even deal with. So, I’m doing the only thing I can. Bringing him down.

      “What did your dad say?” I ask once we’re in the car, I’m in the driver’s side and Gab’s in the passenger’s. She prefers it when I drive, probably because I’m a bad passenger and always wince whenever she’s driving us anywhere.

      “He told me your dad has a stable of nearly a hundred and fifty women in Spain alone. He said you could triple that for the UK.”

      I close my eyes at her words. Fuck. What the hell is wrong with that man? Why would you do that to women? I shake my head and start the car.

      “Dad’s also made it clear that not one woman in his stables anywhere in the world is there willingly,” Gabby whispers, her voice filled with compassion. She knows how much this is affecting me.

      Pain lances through me at her words. Damn it, every time I hear more about the man that is my father, the more I hate him.

      “Want some really good news?” she asks, her lips tilting at the sides.

      “Sock it to me,” I tell her as I pull out of the parking lot and drive towards the beach.

      I’m hoping that the good news that she has will cheer me the hell up. The past three weeks have been absolute misery. Losing Mayer has affected me more than I have let on. It’s affected Gabby and I a hell of a lot, we’ve lost a part of us, something we’re never going to get back. Then there’s the shit with Malcolm, something I’ve been unable to wrap my head around. I have no idea the game he’s playing, all I know is that I lost. Spectacularly.

      “As you know, Dad’s been making sure that we’re safe while we look into this shit, what he didn’t tell us is that his men are working on it too. And they’ve found a whole bunch of evidence. I have it on a thumb drive,” she whispers, a bright smile on her face. “Ray, there’re addresses, documents, and shipments. It could be what we need to bring that organization down.” She reaches into her pocket and pulls out a black thumb drive.

      Fuck. That’s huge.

      I finally let myself smile, “Here’s hoping. Ramirez has already told me he wants to meet today, so this is great timing.”

      “What does he want to meet about?” she questions as she nibbles on her lip.

      My hands tighten on the steering wheel, “He wants to make sure that I've stayed clean. That I’m not being followed and haven’t let things slip to anyone.” It’s a pain in the arse. I understand that he's protecting me, but sometimes it feels as though he’s waiting for me to mess up.

      “He’s an arsehole, Ray, that man stares at your tits most of the time.” She scrunches her nose in disgust.

      Yep, he’s a perv. Whenever he talks to me, he always stares at my chest. I could be wearing an oversized sweater and he’d continuously stare at my breasts.

      Gabby is quiet as I continue to drive towards the beach. It's where we go to talk. We have a house that we've been staying in. My parents think that I'm with Gabby, it's true. I am, just not at her house. Gabby and I have had this house for a while. It's just somewhere for me and her to get away from all the shit.

      Being who we are—the children of criminals—it's a lot to take in. It's a lot to deal with, and I'm so grateful that I have someone at my side, who has my back and knows exactly what I'm going through, and I know exactly what she is. Although her dad's not an animal like mine is. But thankfully, we got lucky when we found each other. I’d do anything for her. Just as she would for me.

      The rest of the car ride is quiet, neither of us talking, but I know she's got something on her mind.

      Before we reach the beach, I make a pit stop at the meeting place with Ramirez. I always have. I keep her hidden and out of view, but she pitched a fit the very first time and the only way to get her to stop was to allow her to come with me.

      “You’re late,” he tells me as I step closer to him. Once again, his gaze is trained firmly on my tits.

      I grind my teeth and bite back the retort. “I’m here now and I have something for you.”

      I hand him the thumb drive and he raises his brow, thankfully, pulling his gaze from my chest and moving it to my face, “What’s this?”

      “Evidence. I think you’ll find it helpful. From locations to associates.”

      A slow grin forms on his face and if he weren’t such a perv, he’d be attractive as hell. “I’m impressed.”

      I roll my eyes, not much impresses this fucker. “Now, what is it that you wanted to see me about?”

      “I’ve also been doing a little bit of digging. Your friend, Mayer Banks…” I swallow at the mention of my best friend. “He wasn’t who you thought he was.”

      “I know that already,” I snap, not wanting to hear what he has to say.

      He shakes his head, “No, you’re not listening. He was not who you thought he was. He had nothing to do with the shit your dad’s been doing.”

      I blink hard. “What?” I whisper.

      “Yeah, I can’t give you the full details, but Mayer hated this shit about just as much as you do and he, just as you are, tried to do something about it.”

      My throat lodges as my body begins to shake. God, Mayer.

      “Stay safe, Raylee. It won’t be long until we’re closing in and when we do, heads are going to roll. I want to make sure that you’re out of the way when they do.”

      I nod and watch as he walks away. Yet again, I’m left with more questions. Every time I think I have the answers, more questions pop up.

      Only when Ramirez is out of sight do I make my way back to Gabby, as usual, she demands to know everything that was said. I don’t hesitate in giving her what she needs.

      “But,” she whispers, “if he wasn’t part of it, why did those arsehole’s kill him?”

      That’s exactly what I haven’t been able to wrap my head around. If what Ramirez said is true, then someone has let Mayer hang and that is something I’ll never forgive.

      I start the car and back out of the parking lot. It’s time to go to the beach. Time to get away and think.

      “What’s going to happen when the truth comes out?” she asks softly.

      I don’t answer her. Eventually, my family is going to start to wonder why I keep disappearing and why I’m not staying at home. And when they do, the shit’s gonna hit the fan.

      It's what I dread the most, my family finding out what I've done. I know they're going to lose their minds when the truth comes out. I know that no matter what happens, I'll be seen as a traitor. And I'm okay with that. As long as the shit that my dad’s doing stops.

      All the evidence I've uncovered so far, I've not found any that implicate my brother's. But I still feel uneasy. Something in my gut is screaming at me that there's more to this than what I can see, I just pray that it's not them. That will be the ultimate betrayal.

      My brothers, they’re the shit, and I love each and every one of them, especially Bentley, he and I are the closest. I don't know what I'd do if they were involved in this as well. It's bad enough knowing that Mayer was part of this. That cuts deep. And he's not here to defend himself.

      I’m hoping that my brothers have no idea. Am I naïve? Probably, yes. Stupid, definitely. I have to hope that my brothers know better, that they can see what my dad truly is. I just hope that when the truth comes out I'll be not bringing them down. But I'll have to, if they are. I have no other choice.

      She keeps glancing at me and I have a sickening feeling that she's going to want to talk about Malcolm. That's something I don't want to talk about. I didn't want to discuss him at all.

      I have no idea what's going on. Hell, I don't even know where he is. He played me. He got exactly what he wanted. I was stupid, I thought I could handle it. Instead, I got burned by him. I fell for him. I'm all for giving up and just forgetting he ever existed. But Gabby, she's under the impression that we're meant to be. That Malcolm and I have this special connection that can't be ignored. But it doesn’t matter. Malcolm got what he wanted. He fucked me and then left. Okay, technically I left, but he’s not contacted me since.

      Right now, I have no energy in me for him. I can’t deal with bringing my dad down and Malcolm. So for now, I'm happy to pretend that Malcolm does not exist. For me, it works perfectly. I just hope that he does the right thing and stays away. Because if he comes back. I'm not sure if I can save my heart again.
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      I watch with rapt attention as she moves swiftly through the crowd. It’s been three weeks since I last saw her and fuck I forgot just how beautiful she is. Her arse swaying with each step she takes, her head held high as she moves effortlessly between the throngs of people. Her steps are purposeful and quick. She’s moving fast and Isaiah’s struggling to keep up. When she darts to the left, I know instantly that she’s lost him.

      It takes less than a minute before my phone starts to ring. “Boss,” Isaiah begins and I shake my head. Fucking useless. “I’ve lost her.”

      I end the call and listen to Christian chuckle beside me. “How the fuck did he miss her darting off to the left?”

      I have no fucking idea. “Let’s go,” I instruct and he starts the engine. I keep my gaze towards the road, watching and waiting. “There,” I tell him as the sports car drives past the market. “That’s Gabriella’s car.”

      “Fucking hell, she’s smart as hell,” Christian comments.

      He’s right, she is, she’s able to lose her tail quicker than some of the most dangerous criminals. But I’m betting on the fact that she’ll think she’s free, not realising that she’s got another tail right now.

      Christian stays back, two car lengths at a time. Giving us enough distance as not to spook her, but also so we don’t lose her.

      “Where the fuck is she going?” he mutters as he continues to drive, she’s driving out of the city and towards the middle of nowhere. Spain has vast motorways, they take you into the deep countryside and right now, that’s where Raylee’s heading.

      I frown when she pulls off into a service station, almost forty minutes after she took off. She pulls into the back of the parking lot.

      “Fucking hell,” Christian gripes as she steps out of the car and walks towards the side of the service station. “Who the fuck is that?”

      “Get as close as you can,” I tell him as I hit Clint’s number on my phone. He and Sam have been following Christian and I since we left the market. “Follow that arsehole. I want to know everything about him,” I say in lieu of hello.

      “On it, boss,” Clint replies without hesitation.

      I end the call just as Raylee hands the fucker something and the prick grins wide, they exchange a few words and something about what the fucker said to her has me concerned, her back is ramrod straight and her fists are clenched at her side. He doesn’t seem to notice as he turns and leaves. Raylee waits until the man is out of sight before making her way back to the car.

      “I want to know who that prick is,” I snarl as Christian follows Raylee out of the parking lot. “What the hell is she playing at?”

      I’m so fucking confused, why drive all the way out here to meet some guy? It doesn’t make sense. Yet again, I’m missing something.

      “Want me to keep following her?” Christian asks me and I just glare at him. Is he for real? “Just checking. So, have you decided what you want to do about her?”

      I clench my jaw. No I haven’t. I thought being away from her would have gotten her off my mind, but it didn’t, instead, she’s part of my every fucking thought. I’m constantly wondering if she’s okay and if she’s safe. I had planned to stay the hell away when I returned from New York, but that all went to shit when she kept evading my men. Now, after seeing her again, I know that it’s going to be impossible to stay away.

      We continue to follow her staying at least two car lengths behind her. This time, the girls are moving in the direction of the sea. I hate the unknown and there’s so much about Raylee that I don’t know.

      “What are you going to do about her?” Christian asks me again, breaking through the quietness of the car journey.

      “She’s mine.” That’s all anyone needs to know. Raylee Silver is mine and I don’t give a fuck about who her family is.

      He smiles broadly. “About fucking time. You’re falling hard and fast for that woman and she’s exactly what you need; she doesn’t fear you and has no problem standing up to you.”

      I grin, that’s exactly what I fucking love about her. No fear and she gives as good as she gets. She’s fucking phenomenal and when I fucked her, she lit up like a fucking firework.

      The girls travel out of Seville and towards Malaga. The motorways on a Sunday are quiet, so there’s not a lot of traffic on the roads.

      We’re almost two hours into the journey when my cell rings and I glance at the screen and see that it’s Clint. “Boss,” he says as soon as I answer it. His voice is tight and I brace. “You’re not going to like this. That guy that Raylee was with, he’s a fucking cop. Get this, he’s the liaison between the Spanish cops and fucking Interpol.”

      A red haze forms over my vision and I pinch the bridge of my nose. “What?” I hiss.

      “Yeah,” he mutters, “so I spoke to one of our guys in the force and he’s informed me that Raylee Silver is their CI, she’s integral in bringing the Silver family down. And get this,” I can hear the pride in his voice, “she’s got enough evidence to put her old man away for a fucking long time. Dates, places, and fucking transactions. She’s got him fucked over a barrel and your woman has no qualms about bringing him down.” Yep, definitely pride. “But I’m not sure if she’s really thought this through, she’s got no backup and she’s going against the dirtiest bastards that have graced this earth in a long fucking time. They find out what she’s doing, she’ll be their number one target.”

      My gut churns at the mere thought of her being in harm's way. To find out that she’s actually put herself in that position pisses me off. She shouldn’t be doing this. Fuck, going against family is hard, it’s against our natural instincts. It’s not just any normal family she’s doing it to either, it’s the fucking Silvers. If one of my family members went against us, they’d be put to death, immediately. And have done so in the past. No second chances, no questions. Instant death. The Silvers are a different breed, they’re animals and I have no idea what the fuck they’ll do when they find out what she’s done.

      “I want men on her at all times. No games. Anyone who loses her, loses their lives.” I do not give a fuck. They let her dodge them, they’re done. “I want at least four men on her at all times.”

      Christian’s back goes straight as he listens to my words.

      “On it, boss, are you still on her?” Clint questions.

      “Yes, Christian and I will be with her this evening, once we’re at the destination, Christian will let you know where to send the other men. I want two more men guarding the perimeter.”

      “Of course. I’ll join you and I’ll bring Isaiah with me.”

      I grit my teeth, that motherfucker lost her this morning.

      “He’s pissed boss, and wanting to make amends,” Clint tells me, obviously sensing my mood.

      “Fine, one more mistake and he’s done.” I end the call and throw the fucking cell onto the dashboard.

      I give Christian the low-down on what’s happened. He releases a low whistle when I’m finished. “Bold as brass that one,” he comments with a fucking grin.

      “Nothing amusing about this situation,” I snap. “She’s putting herself in the fucking firing line.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re gone, boss, fucking gone.”

      I glare at the arsehole, “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “You’re in love with her. The sooner you realise it, accept it, the sooner you can move on to getting her to love you back.”

      I scoff. “You really think she’ll love me? I killed her best friend.”

      He shrugs. “Won’t know unless you try. Look at it this way, you either get her to forgive you and you both sort your shit out, or you live with the knowledge that she’s gonna be happy with some other guy.”

      My hands ball into fists as yet again a red haze crosses my vision. Fuck that. She’s mine.

      “Yeah,” Christian says smugly. “So fix your shit and then grovel.”

      “Piss off,” I snarl at him. God, he’s a fucking prick. He’s enjoying this entirely too much.

      It’s another hour before the girls finally reach their destination. Almost three hours from their actual homes, the girls pull into a villa that’s located in the town of Salobreña in Granada. As soon as they’ve parked, both Raylee and Gabby are out of the car and moving towards the villa’s door, before letting themselves in.

      “Call Clint, let him know where we are. I want them here as soon as possible,” I demand, my hand at the handle to open the car door.

      “On it, boss, you sure you only want two more? I’d recommend having four men including you and I on her at all times. That includes now,” Christian replies as he takes out his cell phone, ready to do as I ask.

      “I like your take on it better. You’re in charge of her security from now on,” I tell him knowing that he’ll do whatever he can to ensure her safety. “No one gets close to her, Chris, no fucking one.”

      He nods. “On it, boss, no one is going to get near your woman and if they even think about it, they’ll have to deal with the Gallagher’s wrath. No one is that fucking stupid.”

      And if they are, they’ll pay the consequences.

      “Go to your woman, make sure she’s okay. Get the low-down of what’s going on and then proceed in making her forgive you.”

      I shake my head as I push the door open, “Jesus, you’re like a regular agony aunt.”

      The fucker just chuckles at me.

      I walk up to the villa the girls just went in and knock on the door, it takes less than a minute for Raylee to open it. As soon as she sees me, those golden eyes of hers flash with surprise and then anger. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      My dick starts to stir as it does every time she throws her attitude my way. “I’m here to see you,” I tell her simply. It’s the fucking truth, the woman has me bowled over, Christian was right, I’m done. Raylee is mine.

      “How the hell did you find out where I was?”

      I grin at her, “I followed you.” I watch as she swallows harshly. “Yeah, I know what you’re doing, Raylee, and I’m fucking pissed.”

      Her lips purse as she crosses her arms over her chest. Great, she’s going to be defiant. I shouldn’t have expected anything less.

      This should be fun.
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      I glare at the bastard. Three weeks. Three fucking weeks and he shows up unannounced—at my haven no less—and pissed at me? Well he can get in line, I’m fuming. How bloody dare he?

      “What I do is none of your business,” I say through clenched teeth.

      He leans in closer to me, his face inches from mine. “That’s where you’re wrong,” he grins, his voice filled with heat and lust. “You’re mine, Raylee, fucking mine. I know what you feel like when you come, I know what you sound like when you detonate, and I know the look that comes over your face when you do.”

      Pain slashes through me. What the hell is he playing at? He doesn't get to do this. “I’m not yours. Just because you fucked me, once I may add, that doesn’t give you the right to act like a self-righteous prick. Go away, Malcolm.”

      His gaze scans my face. “Ah, mo stór,” he whispers, his voice soft and filled with remorse. “I went to New York, my sister got married.”

      I jut out my chin. “That’s nice,” I reply shortly, not giving a fuck where he was.

      He reaches out, his hand curling around the back of my neck and he pulls me closer to him. His other arm closes in around my body, holding me to him. I stay stiff in his arms, I’ll not let him in, not again. Not ever.

      “I thought the distance between us would help. I thought I could forget about you. My golden girl. I really did. But fuck, you’re constantly in my thoughts, every fucking one of them. I can’t get you off my mind.”

      I sigh, as nice as it is that I’m not the only one that’s feeling this intenseness between us, I won’t let him hurt me again. But no matter what I say, he’s not going to leave. “What do you want?”

      “What I’ve wanted since the moment I saw you, what I’ve been denying since then. I want you, Raylee. Nothing is going to change that. I want you in my life, in my bed, and any which way I can get you.”

      I suck in a deep breath. He’s giving me fucking whiplash. One minute he wants me, the next he hates me. He really needs to make up his damn mind. “I can’t,” I whisper, if I let him in, he’s going to wreck me.

      “Please, baby, give me a chance.” It’s that moment, with that plea, I know that I can’t deny him.

      Before I’m able to answer him, I hear movement to my left and I turn in time to see Malcolm's friend and right-hand man, Christian, walking towards us. I pull out of Malcolm’s embrace and move back into the villa, leaving the door open so the men can come in when they’re ready. I make my way into the kitchen, Gabby’s instantly at my side.

      “I heard,” she says softly so that only I can hear. “What are you going to do?”

      I shrug, “I don’t know. I hate him, Gabs, for what he did to Mayer. I’m not sure that’s something I can ever forgive. But, I want him, I crave him. I just don’t know what to do.”

      She wraps her arm around me and I sink into her side. “I can’t tell you what to do, Ray, but I will tell you that he was right in what he said to you before. If we had tried to help Mayer, we would have been dead too. Those men, they saved us and when you’re able to get past the anger and pain, you’ll see that too.”

      “I do see that.” I’ve known that from the moment it happened. “But, Gabs, they could have done something to stop it.” And that’s something I can’t forget or forgive.

      Her gaze goes to the open front door before sliding back to me, “That is something you’re going to have to ask him. I can’t answer that for you but, Ray, if you want him, go for it. Learn from Mayer’s death. Life is way too short. Grab it with both hands and live…”

      I swallow hard. “Live wild,” I finish for her, saying the words of Mayer’s motto, which are also tattooed on my instep. He lived by it. He lived wild, hard, and fast. Whether it be women, drugs, or just life in general, Mayer lived it to the full and never looked back with regrets.

      She nods, “I want you happy, Ray, I want us all to be happy. Our lives have been fucked up enough, let go of the fear and find the strength to push forwards.”

      I stare at her in shock, someone has turned to team Malcolm. “How do I let go?” The fear I have locked inside, takes hold of me more than I’d like. It’s always there, I’m not sure I’m able to let it go.

      Her eyes glisten with unshed tears, “I’m not sure, but I know if anyone can do it, you can.”

      God, I wish that were true.

      The front door closes and Gabby reaches for my hand then gives me a reassuring squeeze before moving away.

      “Baby,” Malcolm whispers as he comes to stand behind me. The heat of his body pressing into mine. “Talk to me,” he pleads softly.

      I sigh, “Let’s get a drink and we’ll go out to the deck and talk.” I’m pleased that I’m able to keep my voice even.

      “Sounds good,” he replies, his lips at my ear. “Do you have whiskey or beer?”

      I shake my head, “Nope, sorry, this is a girls house, we don’t do whiskey or beer. It’s wine, vodka, or tequila.”

      “Fuck,” he grouses as his arms tighten around me.

      I spin around and face him. My heart stutters as I drink him in. God, he’s so beautiful. He’s spent time in the sun recently, his skin darker than usual. Sun-kissed and golden. Those gorgeous, blue eyes of his sear me, it’s as though I’m looking into the ocean when I stare into them, but they’re all knowing, he sees deeper than anyone I have ever known. I’m in way over my head with him. I just don’t trust him and that kills me, especially when I want him so much.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve drank that shit,” he groans, running his hand down my back towards my arse.

      “No one asked you to drink them, and no one asked you to be here.” I can’t help but snap at him, he’s unsettling me and I hate that I’m so out of sorts when I’m around him.

      His eyes soften as he looks down at me, “Raylee.” His words wash over me and against my better judgement I sink into his embrace. “We need to talk and honestly, mo stór, you’re bitchiness makes me hard. It’s not a deterrent at all.”

      I roll my eyes, such a typical man, always thinking about his dick.

      “Wine, vodka, or tequila?” I question with a raised brow.

      “What are you drinking?” he fires back with a gentle smile on his face.

      Fuck. That smile, it hits me in the gut. Butterflies swarm as he continues to run his hands over my body.

      “Wine.”

      He nods in approval, “I’ll have the same, please.”

      God, he needs to stop with the sweetness.

      “What are you doing?” I demand, needing to know what his game is.

      His brows furrow, “Raylee—” Fuck, why is it whenever he whispers my name like that it makes me want to kiss him? “I told you, baby, I’m here because I’ve realised what I want, what I can no longer deny. That's you.”

      I stare at him baffled. “But, why?” I sound just as confused as I feel.

      “Drinks, mo stór, and then we’ll talk,” he promises me.

      I nod, take a deep breath, and pull out of his arms. As soon as his arms release me I feel bereft. Damn it, he’s got me tied up in knots.

      I move to the fridge and reach for the wine and then two glasses. “Gabs,” I yell, even though I know she’s been listening.

      “Yeah?” she shouts back and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. She doesn’t even hide the fact she was eavesdropping.

      “I’m hitting the back deck, taking the wine, we’ll order pizza in a bit. You need anything?” I hand the wine to Malcolm as I move past him to the table that’s at the end of the kitchen and grab my sweater.

      The Spanish heat is different to what it’s like in Manchester. The days can be sweltering, then once night starts to fall, the wind can go through you. But, Spain has always held a special place in my heart. Or it did, until recently.

      “Ready?” I ask turning back to face Malcolm, my tone not unfriendly, but a little harder than I’d hoped.

      The corners of his mouth turn up, “Yeah, baby.” He walks towards me and slides his arm around my shoulders, pulling me into his body.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say with little heat. It’s not something I’m looking forward to, but it has to be done. Malcolm seems hell bent on being in my life and before I make any decision, I have to know some things first.

      His arm tightens around me and he presses a soft kiss against my head. “It’s going to be okay,” he assures me.

      I’m nowhere near being okay. The past three weeks I’ve been hanging on by a thread, now he’s here, I feel as though I’m drowning.

      I lead him to the back deck and close the door to the villa behind me. Gabby is the nosiest person I know, she’s worse than the gossips in the salon on a Saturday morning.

      “You wanted to talk?” I say once we’re seated and I’m pouring wine into our glasses.

      His lips thin, “Raylee, I get that you’re pissed and you have every right to be, but what happened between us, I thought you’d at least be a little accommodating.”

      I blink. Is he for real?

      “What happened between us?” I echo.

      He doesn’t sense my tone, “Yeah, we had a night of unforgettable sex, felt something that is unexplainable. You did too. Something, mind you, that hasn’t happened with any other woman. You’re on my mind constantly.”

      “Oh, see, when you said what happened between us, I thought you meant that you made me watch my best friend die. You pursued me in hopes of breaking me and in return breaking my family. Then we fucked, Malcolm, fucked,” I spit, angry as hell right now. “Then you flew across the world and I haven’t seen or heard from you in almost a month. So tell me, Malcolm, what part of that did you think I’d be accommodating about?”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and takes a deep breath. His lips are moving, but I can’t hear any words that he’s saying. But it sort of looks as though he’s counting. “Baby,” he begins, “I fucked up, I’ve admitted that.”

      I scowl at him. “Oh and I’m supposed to just forgive you?” I reply snarkily.

      He sighs, “No, I guess not.”

      “Why did you do it?” It’s what I need to know, his answer to this is what’ll set about what happens next.

      “I didn’t fuck you, Raylee, no matter what you think. It may have started out like that, but as soon as I sank inside of you and heard that whimper, I was gone. We made love.” His voice holds some anger and I’m shocked by it. “You’ve gotten under my skin and I want to fucking keep you there. I tried to forget you but, baby, you’re unforgettable.”

      Well damn. That’s the nicest thing that anyone’s ever said.

      I’m silent for a beat, letting his words hit me. God, my head’s a mess right now.

      “I meant why did you let Mayer die?” My voice is laced with pain as it is anytime I speak about the man that I loved like a brother.

      He sucks in a ragged breath. “Okay, mo stór, I’m going to lay it all out to you.”

      I nod, “That would be good.”

      He doesn’t hesitate. “I may have seen you as an opportunity to get to your father, but you fucked that up by being you. Sexy, smart, sassy, and you give me shit. I fucking love that. You’re not scared of me and that’s something I’m not used to.”

      I roll my eyes. Oh the big, bad mafia man is used to people cowering at his feet and jumping to do whatever the hell he wants. I’m not that type of person and I wouldn’t do that to my father, I sure as fuck wouldn’t do it to anyone else.

      “At the bar, I knew that I wanted you. Like a fucking drug, I was drawn to you. I can’t explain it and, baby, if I even tried, I’m pretty sure everyone will think I’m batshit crazy.”

      I raise a brow, “Who says they don’t already?”

      His lips twitch, “True enough. But, Raylee, when I walked outside and assessed the situation, my only thought was keeping you safe. Not your friends. Not Christian or myself, just you.”

      My breath leaves me like a punch to the gut at his admission.

      He needs to stop. God. He’s killing me.

      “When they started in on Mayer, I made the judgement of staying by your side and, baby, I’d make the same call each and every time. There were four of them, if I had intervened, I couldn’t be sure that one of them wouldn’t harm you while my attention was diverted. So I stayed and made sure that you were safe.”

      He’s saying all the right words, but I feel as though he’s hiding something. “What else?”

      “I found out that not only was your father and Ashton the ones that raped the women, but Mayer did also,” his voice is gentle and filled with remorse. “Those men believed it to be true also.”

      “You think he deserved what he got?” I whisper, infuriated that he decided to play God.

      “Babe, think about it for a second, and you’ll see what I’m saying is true.”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t. You have no idea who Mayer was. What he was capable of and what he actually did.” Tears sting the backs of my eyes, begging to be let free, but I hold them at bay. “I knew the heart of him. He didn’t do what you think he did, trust me on that, Malcolm. Today, I learned that for myself. I hate that people believe he was that type of monster. Abhor, him to be seen in that darkness.”

      He stares at me in shock, “Raylee…”

      I shake my head. “He was many things, many, many things Malcolm, but he was no rapist or trafficker. I know that in my heart and soul. The man that saved me against all odds would never do that to a woman.”

      His eyes narrow. “Saved you? How?” he barks.

      I glare at him. “Not your business.”

      He rakes his hand through his hair. “Fuck!” he explodes. “If that’s true, baby, then I’m sorry.”

      The sincerity in his voice has my tears free falling.

      “He was the best man I knew,” I whisper, unable to stop the raw pain from entering my words. “I’d have happily given myself over to those men for him.”

      “Mo stór…”

      “He earned that loyalty from me,” I tell him. “He more than earned it.”

      He truly did, in ways that I’d never be able to repay. Ever.

      “Okay, baby,” he whispers, his voice hoarse.

      I keep his eyes as I say, “He didn’t deserve that death.” He’s unable to keep the flinch at bay. “No matter what, he didn’t deserve it.”

      He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “I’m sorry.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. That’s all I wanted to hear. An apology.

      “Now, do you want to tell me why the hell you’re talking with a cop?”

      Fear grips me in a chokehold. Fuck. If he knows, does my family?
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      Fear creeps into her eyes at my words and I tense. Fuck.

      “Raylee?” My voice harder, demanding her to tell me what the fuck is going on. I need to know so I can help her, I need to know why she’s doing this.

      “I couldn’t let it happen anymore,” she whispers. “I have to stop it.”

      “Stop, what?” I ask, hoping she’ll be open and honest with me.

      She looks me dead in the eyes, the fear shining in the depths of them. “My father.” She spits his name out with stark hatred.

      Damn it. “Are you crazy?” I hiss at her. “He finds out what you’re doing and he’s going to kill you.”

      She juts her chin out, sheer determination etched on her face. “That man isn’t my father,” she returns. “That arsehole has caused enough heartache and pain to last a lifetime. I won’t stand by and watch him continue to do this.” She shrugs. Fucking shrugs. “I have the means to bring him down and, Malcolm, nothing you can say to me is ever going to change that.”

      Stubborn as fuck.

      “How safe are you?” I question and the hope that shines in those magnificent eyes almost blind me. “Raylee, I need to know how secure you are.”

      “I’m fine, so far, only you know, and I’m not sure how that happened.”

      “I, just as your father will have, have men inside the Spanish police. You’re their confidential informant. When my men contacted one of our men inside, he didn’t hesitate to give up what he learned about what you’ve been doing.”

      Her head drops and she stares at her hands on the table. “Which means, Dad could find out at any moment.”

      I nod, my jaw tight and my gut screaming at me to get her away from here and into a safe house.

      “The evidence I gave them today, I’m hoping that it’ll speed up their investigation and move in on Dad.”

      What she’s doing is fucking dangerous. It is going to end disastrously, it could end up with her dead and that’s something I’m not letting happen. Ever.

      “Raylee,” I begin and she raises her head to look at me. “I’m not letting you go through this alone.”

      Her lips thin and her eyes tighten. “I’m not stopping, I’m so fucking close to bringing his organization down, Mal, I can’t stop. Please don’t ask me to.”

      Hearing her plead is killing me, but hearing her call me Mal is sweet as fuck. “Baby, I said I’m not letting you through this alone, not that I was stopping you.” I know this is something that she has to do, I don’t agree with it, but with the determination she has, there’s no way she’s going to walk away until he’s behind bars. I’d have preferred him to be dead.

      Her mouth parts. “What?” she breathes, her eyes wide with shock.

      I smile at her. “Are you mine?”

      Her throat constricts as she swallows. “I want you,” she admits softly, “but I don’t know if I can trust you.”

      I nod, “Then you’re mine. I’m going to build that trust, but, mo stór, you’re going to have to be open with me.”

      She raises one finger, the nail is painted in a wine colour, I notice that she has a tattoo on the inside of her finger, it’s a number three. Damn, I can’t wait to explore her body, see what else she’s hiding on that delectable body of hers. When we were together before, we were both lost in the lust, neither of us paying much attention to the other, just the rawness of being together.

      “One chance, Malcolm, that’s all you get. You hurt me again in any way shape or form and that includes hiding shit from me, I’m gone.”

      “Scouts honour,” I reply with a smile, the tightness that was in my gut slowly ebbing away.

      She raises a brow, “You a scout?” She shakes her head. “Yeah right.”

      “You’ve made me a happy man,” I tell her, wanting to get to my feet and haul her into my embrace, but we still need to talk and when I get her in my arms, I’m not letting her go.

      “If I find out that you’re like my father, there’s nothing I won’t do to make sure you’ll go down like he is.”

      “Noted and, baby, you’ll get to know me, you’ll understand that me and your father are nothing alike.” If any of my men were even thinking of doing the shit that Harry Silver does, I’d end them without hesitation.

      It’s something I can’t understand. For a man to have a daughter, one that he supposedly cares about, how the fuck can he do the shit he’s doing to other women? You can’t. It’s impossible. You turn that table and see what it would be like as a father, to know that shit was done to your daughter. No, you’d lose your mind and want revenge. Harry Silver is an arsehole and there’s no fucking way that he gives a fuck about Raylee.

      That’s my job now.

      The back door to the villa opens and out walks Gabriella and Christian, “Everything okay out here? There was no shouting or blood loss, so I’m getting a bit concerned,” Gabriella says, her eyes firmly on Raylee.

      “It’s fine, Gabs, we were just talking. Come and sit, the heavy shit’s out of the way,” Raylee assures her with a smile.

      As much as I hate that they’ve interrupted us, having Christian out here, while we talk, he’ll be able to get an idea of what’s happening.

      Both Gabriella and Christian take a seat around the table, “So what did we miss?” Gabriella asks with a smile. “You were talking too low, I wasn’t able to hear.”

      “Eavesdrop you mean?” Raylee questions with a raised brow.

      Her friend doesn’t give a shit and shrugs. “So?”

      Raylee waves her hand at me, indicating that I can tell them. I bite back the smile, fuck, she’s adorable when she’s annoyed.

      I catch them up on what’s happened, including that Raylee is mine and Gabriella smiles widely at that admission, causing Raylee to scowl at her.

      “Did you tell him about what that pervy arsehole told you about Mayer?” Gabriella asks once I’ve finished telling them.

      Raylee tilts her head to the side and glares at her best friend. “Gabs, seriously?”

      “What pervy arshole?” I query, as I look between the two girls.

      “Ramirez,” Gabby answers in disgust. “He doesn’t look at Raylee’s face, just her breasts.”

      “Not that I can blame him,” Christian mutters and I snap my fist back and push it into his gut, earning a winded grunt from him. “Fuck, what the hell was that for?”

      “Watch your fucking mouth,” I snap. I won’t tolerate anyone treating her like she’s a piece of meat. I won’t tolerate my men talking about her either.

      “Shit,” he hisses as he sucks in a deep breath. “Sorry, Ray.”

      Raylee waves him off, “It’s fine, I’m used to it.”

      My jaw is going to be broken by the end of the night with the amount I’m fucking clenching it. I ignore what she said as I know if we get into who’s treated her like shit I’m going to go on a rampage. “Who the fuck is Ramirez?”

      “The cop,” Raylee explains, “the liaison between the Spanish police and Interpol. They couldn’t find anyone better and sent that arsehole.” She rolls her eyes, “It says a fucking lot about Interpol if he’s the best they’ve got.”

      Gabby nods, “He treats her like shit, like she’s not worthy of his time. He’s an arsehole. But he changed his tune today when she gave him all the evidence he needed. He’ll probably end up getting a promotion from this case.”

      She’s not wrong. Bringing down one of the biggest crime families is huge. But bringing down one of the biggest traffickers in Europe is career changing.

      “What I’d like to know,” Christian says once he’s caught his breath back. “Is how you managed to get all that evidence? We’re good, and we haven’t even got a third of what you did.”

      The girls share a look and Gabby nods. “Gabby’s father’s helping me,” Raylee announces and the vibe around the table changes instantly.

      “Your father?” Christian says cautiously. “Your birth certificate lists no father.”

      “Well her mum sure as fuck isn’t the Virgin Mary and it was no immaculate conception which means she has a father,” Raylee snaps, her eyes narrowing as she glares at him.

      I interject before my woman takes my man’s balls. “Okay, so why the secrecy?”

      “My dad is married,” she rolls her eyes. “It’s the typical bullshit, he went to London on a business trip, met Mum, they had an affair and then he left. Mum was pregnant and when he found out, they came up with an arrangement to keep me quiet and he purchased a villa here in Spain so we could live here in peace.”

      Now I’m curious. “Who’s your father?”

      “Joe Ranieri,” she replies and the tension ramps up yet again.

      “Your father is the Denver Mafia Boss?” Christian can’t keep the awe out of his voice. “He’s ‘The Snake’.”

      Gabby’s scowl grows deeper, “I’m well aware of who my father is.”

      The Snake is the most notorious Mafia Boss on the West side of the States. He’s sly and cunning, and has no hesitation in double crossing even his closest allies. The man is very rarely wrong and will do whatever it takes to ensure that he stays as Mafia Boss. Although he’s the most notorious, he’s also the most respected as he’s upfront about who he truly is. You cross him, you’re fucked. He even finds out that you’ve thought about it, you’re done.

      “Your father lets you be around Harry Silver?” Christian asks. “Is he fucking stupid? That man is a piece of shit. Hell the entire Silver family are.”

      Gabby’s eyes narrow as Raylee sits up straight, her golden-brown eyes filled with anger. “Fuck you,” she hisses and I can see just how much what Christian said has affected her. “I’m nothing like my father. Don’t like me? The door’s there, don’t let it hit you on the way out.” She reaches for her glass that is still full and gets to her feet, moving back into the villa.

      “You’re an arsehole,” Gabby snarls. “Raylee is putting herself in danger, putting her life on the line to ensure that no one else has to befall what the other women have at the hands of her father. She’s nothing like Harry.”

      Christian scrubs his hands over his face. “I didn’t mean her.”

      Gabby’s not letting him have an inch. “I don’t care. What Raylee’s doing…” She shakes her head. “She’s fucking frightened that when they find out they’re all going to turn on her. She’s just found out that Mayer started the ball rolling with the cops and she’s determined to finish what he started.”

      “What?” Now that was something that was kept fucking quiet. Mayer was a CI?

      “And you…” She turns to me, her finger pointing in my direction. God, this girl’s got some balls. Then again, she’s friends with Raylee, it’s no wonder she does. “All her life, she’s been used as a means to get to her family. Men use her in hopes of being brought into the fold. Girls befriend her to get close to her brothers. Not one person has ever wanted Raylee for Raylee except Mayer and I.”

      With that tidbit she gets to her feet and follows Raylee into the villa.

      I realise that what I was doing with Raylee was never the way to go. I’ve got a fuck load to make up for and I’m going to make her see that I want her and only her.

      “He was a CI?” Christian says quietly. “How the fuck did we not know this? What the hell is going on with our Intel, Mal?”

      That’s what I’d like to know.

      “It’s time to start going elsewhere for what we need. Right now, we can’t trust anyone.”

      He nods. “Our priority is keeping the girls safe. There’s no way they’re going to walk away from this and we’re going to have to make sure that they’re safe at every turn.”

      “Nothing can happen to her.” I’d lose my damn mind.

      He smiles. “It’s about time,” he grunts. “It’s finally good to see you with a good woman.”

      He’s right, Sienna was a cunt, she used me and was the one that fed us the majority of information we have on the Silvers. That’s something that Raylee and I are going to have to discuss, what the fuck was up with that bitch.

      “Once the men arrive, I’ll have them set up around the perimeter. Talk to her about her living with you. It’ll be the best and safest place for her to be.”

      Having her in my house, in my bed. It’s where she’s meant to be.

      “You’ve got your work cut out for you,” he grins.

      “That’s your fucking fault,” I grouse with little heat. “You need to learn when to shut the fuck up.”

      The door opens again and Raylee’s standing there with her arms crossed over her chest. “Gabs is ordering pizza, what do you want?”

      I get to my feet and walk over to her. “Christian will tell her.” I pull her into my arms once I’m within touching distance and as soon as I wrap my arms around her, she presses her cheek against my chest. “I’m sorry.”

      She leans back and looks up at me. “For what?”

      Jesus, where the hell do I begin?

      “For a hell of a lot of things, trying to fucking use you to get to your family. For being a complete and utter bastard, you name it, I’ve done it.”

      She actually smiles, “Gabby says it’s our foreplay.” She giggles and I rest my forehead against hers. “What’s happened, happened. We both said shit that was out of line and, Mal, as much as I’d like to deny it, you’re actually hot when I piss you off.”

      Fuck. She’s bloody perfect.

      “So I should expect you to do it often?”

      She grins wide. “Well that depends on how much you piss me off.”

      Now, her being pissed is something to behold.

      “Thanks for giving us a chance.” I place a soft kiss against her lips and love that she leans in, wanting more. Not now, that’ll come later.

      “I’m just glad that you wanted that chance.”

      I kiss her once more, again, soft and chaste. “I’m staying, for however long you’re here. I’m staying.”

      Her golden eyes deepen with emotion. “Okay,” she breathes. “We’re here for a week, I need space from my family. It’s hard to keep pretending that I don’t know anything. I needed a break.”

      “You never have to explain yourself to me. You haven’t met my ma and, baby, if you ever do,” which I hope she never does, “brace. ‘Cause she’s a bitch.”

      “So my dad’s an arsehole and your mum’s a bitch. Sounds like it’ll be good at family events.”

      God, why the fuck was I fighting this for so long?

      I understand now what Danny meant when he talked about Melissa when they first got married. He wasn’t in love with her, but there was something there. He told me that she infuriated him more than anyone, but made him want to protect her in ways no one had ever done before. That he knew she was his from almost the get-go.

      That’s exactly how I feel about Raylee.

      I just pray that when the shit hits the fan, we’re still standing.
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      My hands are in my hair, tugging hard, praying for pain, absolutely any pain is welcome, anything to take me away from this nightmare that I’m in. That I’ve been in for the past eight days.

      My entire body is shaking as I try to fight the fear that’s been clawing at me since I was taken on my way home from school. I have no idea what these men want. I’ve been here eight days and in that time, they’ve said very little to me other than they’re waiting for a ransom. That if my father wanted me back alive, he’d pay to see to it.

      But as the days pass I wonder if the men are lying and something else is at play? There’s no way that my dad would let me be gone for eight days and do nothing about it. Mum must be going crazy, it’s just her and I. My dad and brothers are in Spain for the majority of the year, they come home every few weeks, but they live in Spain, it’s where they do their business.

      Dad’s always assured me that it was safer for Mum and I in Manchester rather than in Spain. The business he does isn’t good, I know that, I’ve known that for a long time. The drugs and weapons he runs will never be good.

      I hear a door opening in the distance and my heart beats faster, so fast that I’m shocked that it hasn’t burst yet. Footsteps begin to draw closer and I close my eyes, God, they’re here. They’re coming. I move slightly and my ribs protest. Damn it, that blow to my side hurts more as each day passes.

      The jingling of keys has me biting back a whimper. They’re coming for me.

      The door opens and light floods into the room and I’m blinking harshly as I try to adjust to the light. “Ray-Ray.” Is the emotional whisper and everything in me relaxes as a sob bursts free from me.

      He’s here.

      

      “Raylee, wake the fuck up.” I hear the snarl as I’m being shaken.

      I come awake with a gasp, my body pressed tightly against Malcolm’s. “What’s going on?” I whisper as I try to catch my breath. I blink trying to keep the tears at bay, I’m staring at his naked chest. I listen to his thumping heartbeat, studying it, and let my own ease with the sound of his.

      “Baby, what the hell was that?” His voice hoarse and raspy.

      “What?” I whisper, knowing damn well he’s seen me in the throes of a nightmare.

      “You were whimpering and crying,” he says as his hand goes under his tee that I’m wearing and spans across my bare back. “Talk to me,” he pleads in a soft tone, one that I’m unable to deny.

      “When I was fourteen, I was snatched on the way home from school,” I tell him, keeping my eyes firmly on his chest.

      His arms tighten around me, drawing the breath from me. “What?”

      I raise my hand to his chest and pet him, “I’m okay, I’m here.”

      “What happened?” he demands to know as his thumb draws circles on my back.

      “I still don’t fully know. Dad and my brother’s lived here in Spain and I was in Manchester with my mum, that was how it was for years, for as long as I can remember. They’d come home once a month, maybe twice, but they lived here. Everything was fine. Until one day, I was walking home and a van stopped beside me.” I blow out a breath as I remember the fear that I felt that day as three men jumped out and grabbed me.

      “It’s okay, mo stór, you’re safe,” he whispers against my hair.

      “I was left in a dark room, there were no windows. It was tiny, l could barely move in it.” I scrunch my eyes closed, trying to stop the barrage of memories trying to assault me. “There were five different men that came,” I tell him and he stops breathing. “They didn’t do anything,” I say quickly, wanting him to know that nothing like that happened. “They’d use their fists and kick me, but nothing bad happened.”

      “Baby, love that you’re trying to reassure me that those arseholes didn’t rape you, but them hurting you is fucking bad.”

      I press in closer to him, needing his comfort. “Within a few hours of me being there. The guy in charge told me that I was being held for ransom. They wanted six million and they weren’t letting me leave until they got it.”

      “How long did it take your dad to get the money and pay?” he questions, his thumb still drawing circles.

      I pull back and look up at him, his gaze intense as he looks down at me. “He didn’t pay,” I whisper, retelling my ultimate shame. My father doesn’t and hasn’t given a fuck about me, ever.

      His eyes narrow as rage blazes in them. “What?”

      “He never paid.”

      His arms once again tighten against me, before he pushes me onto my back and he’s hovering above me. “Let me get this straight,” he clips out. “Your piece of shit father knew you were taken and he didn’t pay to get you back.”

      I nod. “Yeah,” I say softly, unsure what to say other than that. He’s summed it up entirely.

      “Fuck,” he snaps, those beautiful blue eyes of his blazing with so much emotion and rage. “How long were you there?”

      “Eight days.” Eight terrifying days. It was the worst thing that’s ever happened to me and I relive it every so often with my nightmares.

      “How did you escape?” His hands frame my face, his gaze searching mine and then he realises. “Mayer.”

      I close my eyes and nod. “He killed them all,” I tell him, needing him to finally understand the reason why Mayer meant so much to me, why I loved him without expectations. “He found out that I was taken. He was so angry that my father wasn’t doing anything about it. He used every marker he’d ever made and he found me.” I swallow harshly. “I never knew that my father didn’t do anything, Mayer never told me, but Gabby’s father has done so much digging he’s uncovered so much shit. Dad knew who had taken me and he did nothing.”

      That’s what hurts me the most. I only found that piece of information out last week. Reading the reports that Joe had made up for me, was agony. To finally understand that I’m nothing to a man that I loved dearly for such a long time was heartbreaking, then again, I shouldn’t have expected anything less from a man that sells and rapes women.

      “Every time I hear more and more about what that fucking bastard has done, I want to kill him.”

      I smile at him, “I hate him, Mal. So fucking much. Killing him isn’t the answer. That’s giving him instant relief. My way, sending him to a jail that’s filled with family members of the women that he’s hurt, that he’s sold. He’s in for a lifetime of pain.” I learned to play dirty from the man himself, there’s no way I’d give him the luxury of an easy death. Fuck that, none of the women got it. Mayer never did. He deserves to pay for what he’s done, and he will, at the hands of the men that loved the women he hurt.

      A slow satisfied grin forms on Malcolm’s face. “Well, baby, remind me not to piss you off.”

      I shake my head at him. “I miss him,” I say as the ache of Mayer not being here intensifies, it’s something that’s present always, but whenever I think of him and what he’s done for me, the unrelenting love he had for not only me, but Gabby also, I ache to give him one last hug, talk to him just one more time, to tell him just how much he meant to me.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Raylee.” His voice is hoarse and I can see the regret in his eyes.

      “It’s why I’m also determined to make sure that I get everything I need to bring my father down.”

      He nods, “I’m going to be right here with you.” His lips descend on mine. Soft, sweet, and slow. The kiss is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced before. It’s different, something pure and still passionate.

      Heat pools in my stomach as his weight sinks into me, his body pressed against mine. I open my mouth and his tongue sweeps in and just like that, everything changes. Gone is the sweetness and softness. Instead, it’s hard, raw, and punishing.

      I moan as his fingers skim my thighs, I arch back at the motion, his lips never leaving mine, his tongue thrusting into my mouth like a starved man.

      “I need you,” I whisper as I tear my mouth away from him and breathe. His gaze scans my face and he nods before moving away from me and off the bed. I watch as he strips out of his underwear, his eyes dark with lust and want. Within seconds, he's back on top of me, his fingers looping through the band of my panties and he pulls them off.

      "Fuck, be ready," he begs in a whisper, his lips once again against mine.

      "God, please, Malcolm," I beg against his lips, needing him more than I could have ever thought.

      He thrusts into me slowly, I gasp at how thick he is, as he inches into me.

      “No teasing,” I murmur. “I can’t take it. Please, I just want you.”

      His eyes flash with satisfaction and something more—something profound, but I can’t quite grasp what it is.

      “Never have to beg me, baby, I’ll always give you what you want, whatever you want.”

      He thrusts in and out of me, not like the last time with abandonment, but his strokes hard and precise, he’s hitting the need that’s coiled in my belly.

      This is beyond anything I have ever felt, have ever experienced. It's beautiful. It's utterly amazing.

      “I want to watch as you fuck me, baby,” he says as he thrusts into me one last time before pulling out. He pulls me up and lies down.

      I position myself over him, his eyes filled with so much passion that I can’t help but bring my lips to his and kiss him. Needing him. Lowering myself on him, I throw my head back and moan, I feel so full. Filled with him.

      He groans. “Christ.” His hands going to my hips and pulling me into a tight hold.

      I begin to move slowly, up and down on his cock. Lifting off him, before inching him slowly inside of me. Each and every time I get that full feeling. Like this is meant to be. Him and me, together.

      I lean in and kiss him. He’s letting me lead and I’m enjoying it. My tongue sweeps into his mouth, and I begin to grind against him. I hit the perfect spot, and begin the cycle again, up, down, and grind. My orgasm building, my fingers clawing at his chest.

      I’m panting against his lips, his fingers biting into my skin. He takes over the kiss, fast, hot, and brutal. God, this man, he does things to me that I’m not sure should even possible. I’m lost in him, totally and utterly surrendered to him.

      “Raylee, I need you to go harder,” he grunts against my mouth.

      I lift off of him and slam back down, the pain of him hitting me deep inside makes me moan. God, I’m so fucking close.

      “Harder,” he growls.

      I do it again, lifting off him, keeping the tip inside, I slam back down, my entire body strung tight as my orgasm is on the brink.

      “Please,” I beg him, needing him to help me get there.

      “I’ve got you, baby,” he promises me as he tightens his hold on my hips and gives me exactly what I need and thrusts into me. Hard, fast, and brutal.

      I’m grinding against him, fighting for my release.

      “Come, Raylee. Fucking come,” he demands, his voice hard and heavy.

      My back bows as my body shakes, and I cry out as I detonate, hard and long.

      He pulls out of me and positions me, I’m on my hands and knees, I’m absolutely spent and he’s still searching for his release. He thrusts into me and I push back against him, his hands once again at my waist, he’s pounding into me harder than ever before. He’s so fucking deep inside of me, I’m mewling, as my pleasure starts to mount once again.

      “Fuck yeah,” he groans as I’m fucking him back. One of his hands go from my waist to my breasts, his fingers rolling my nipple, pulling at it.

      I’m panting and pleading with him.

      “Fucking perfect,” he growls. “So fucking perfect, and all mine.” His hand shifts from my hip down to my clit and he strums it like he’s a fucking guitar player and I’m his musical instrument. A few flicks and I’m flying high once again.

      “Malcolm,” I cry out as I shatter around him.

      He fucks me hard and fast, his thrusts punishing. I’m so depleted, that all I can do is pant and lie here, letting him do all the work, I’m merely here for the ride.

      “God, Raylee,” he grunts as he pushes inside of me to the hilt and comes.

      He collapses beside me and pulls me into his arms. Both of us trying to catch our breaths. That was far and beyond better than anything I have ever had in my life.

      After a few minutes, Mal speaks, his arms still wrapped around me, "Sleep, baby, I’m here to chase away the nightmares,” he promises me as he kisses my lips softly.

      I nod, unable to say a single word. Too much is going through my mind, but all I can hear is how genuine his words were. Tears form in my eyes. I’m losing my heart to this man, and I’m not sure if I’ll ever survive if he fucks me over.

      Soon, my eyes droop as the sleep comes to claim me and the last thing I think is that I’m safely tucked in Malcolm’s arms. Right where I want to be.
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      I’m sitting on the back deck, overlooking the swimming pool. The sun is rising and there’s a cool breeze. I fucking love it here. Some days it’s sweltering, but nothing I can’t handle. I’d take the hotter weather over the pissing rain of Ireland any day of the week. I love the green grass of home, I always feel nostalgic when I go back, but there’s something about being here in Spain that settles me.

      The back door opens, but I don’t turn to look, I know who it is already. “I take it from the fact that we’re still here and you didn’t sleep on the couch, that you and Raylee are fine.” Christian smirks as he sits down at the table, a cup of coffee in his hands.

      “We’re fine,” I tell him, the anger at hearing what Raylee told me still coursing through my veins. “What do you know about the Silvers’ dealings going back five or six years?”

      So much about what she told me didn’t add up. Why the fuck didn’t that piece of shit do anything to get her back? Why leave her to the mercy of whoever the hell took her? Everything that I thought I knew about the Silvers is a fucking lie.

      His brows furrow deeply as he glances back into the villa. “What’s this about?”

      “Have you ever heard about one of the Silver family being taken?”

      His eyes widen and his lips thin. “Taken?” he echoes.

      “Yeah, fucking taken. As in kidnapped,” I clip out. Trying and fucking failing to keep my cool.

      “No, boss, surely if they were, we’d have heard. There would have been a war and there hasn’t,” he keeps his voice low, trying to make sure that the girls don’t overhear. “Which one of them?”

      “Raylee.”

      His eyes widen and mouth parts. “What?” he whispers. “She was kidnapped?”

      “Yeah, fourteen and snatched off the street while on her way home from school. The men that took her told her that she was there as ransom.” I swallow back the acid that’s been crawling up my throat. “That motherfucker didn’t pay the ransom, she was there for eight fucking days, Chris. Eight.”

      Silence descends between us as we’re both lost in deep thought. Images of a frightened Raylee bombard my mind. That’ll never happen again. I’ll make fucking sure of it. I’ll take anyone out who even tries hurting her, that includes that bastard of a father of hers.

      “Mayer,” Christian says after a few minutes. “He’s the one that saved her.”

      I nod, “Yeah, now you know how fucking badly I fucked up with her. Thankfully, she realises that what happened was a messed up situation and it could have ended badly for a hell of a lot more than just Mayer.”

      It doesn't mean I don’t feel fucking shit about it. She lost someone she loved and that pain that she feels, she feels it deeply and that cuts me to the fucking bone.

      “What are you going to do?”

      I clench my jaw, fuck, what do I do? That’s the question of the day.

      “It’s time to call in reinforcements.” That means my da and Danny. My brother, because his wife is a hacker and can get me information quicker than anyone else I know.

      “Which means that your entire family will be descending to Spain in a matter of days,” Chris comments with a smile.

      I shake my head. “Nope, they’re not coming out here. My focus can’t be spread right now, I need all our attention on keeping Raylee safe and figuring out what the fuck is going on.”

      He nods. “She’s going to be safe,” he vows. “There’s no way that anyone is stupid enough to go up against you. That’s suicide.”

      My reputation isn’t like my father’s, he’s laid back and keeps himself to himself, a silent figure unless you cross him and then you’ll never live to tell anyone. Me? Well I had to make a statement when I moved here, my name was on everyone’s tongues when I started making my moves. I didn’t take any shit from anyone and I had no qualms in taking people out if needed. When I took over, I did it hard and fast, I made it clear, you either got in line, or you were an enemy. Having done it the way I did, I earned a hell of a lot of loyal supporters who saw that what I was doing wasn’t just taking over, but making things better.

      The Silvers along with the other two families had the running of Spain. The Molina’s and the Harris’. I dismantled both their organizations within two years. They were running protection on businesses—extortionate prices at that. Those that couldn’t pay, they ended up bleeding and having broken bones. That’s not the way to run shit. You take care of the businesses on your turf, doing so instils loyalty and that means extra eyes and ears around the place.

      “That may be so, but this is Harry fucking Silver we’re talking about. The man doesn’t give a fucking shit about anyone but himself.” I ball my fists up, my anger crashing through me. The fact that I’m not going to kill that bastard isn’t helping my deposition.

      “Right. You call your da, I’ll call Declan and we’ll go from there.” He gets to his feet, his cell phone in his hand. He glances down at me, then to the door, and then back at me again. “Things have heated up another notch. We thought it would be bad if it got out about what your woman was doing before.” He shakes his head, his eyes tight and brimming with anger. “Knowing that bastard did nothing while his daughter was in the hands of the enemy, fuck knows what he’s going to do now.”

      And that’s what’s causing the acid to burn in my gut. “Call Declan,” I instruct. Needing any information that Declan can give us. He’s a cop, a dirty one at that, he’s also on the Silvers’ payroll, thanks to us putting him there six months ago. He called last week letting me know that he’s moved further up their ranks and is now getting closer to the main dirty cop that Harry Silver and Ashton Banks use. Once we have that, we’ll be able to close further in on the Silvers.

      He nods and walks back into the villa. I reach for my cell that’s lying on the table beside me, it’s just after 9am here, meaning that it’ll be eight in the morning in Ireland. I don’t even hesitate in calling my da.

      “Mal…” His voice sleepy but alert. “Everything okay?”

      “You got a few minutes to talk?”

      “Yeah, two secs,” he replies and then I hear him speaking softly away from the phone. “Stay in bed, mo ghrá, it’s Mal, I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Oh fuck me. Da’s with his woman. Damn, I’ve never heard him so soft with anyone but Holly and the girls.

      “Right, I’m here,” he says after a couple of moments.

      “Mo ghrá?” I question with a smile. I’ve never heard him call Ma anything but her name, but he’s calling his woman my love. He’s so fucking gone.

      “Shut it,” he grouses.

      “Da, I’m messing. I’m fucking happy for you.” It’s finally good to see him this way. Ma was a nightmare and I know my da, there’s no way he’d get stung by shacking up with another bitch.

      “Thanks, now, what’s up?”

      I explain everything that’s happened, including what Raylee’s doing in regards to going to the police.

      He whistles low, “Your woman has put a major target on her back. Fuck, you need to keep her safe.”

      My nostrils flare at his command. “You think I don’t already know this shit, Da? She does not leave my side.”

      He chuckles, “You and your brother are so fucking alike. Totally gone over your women.”

      “I wonder who we get that from, Da? I mean, wasn’t it you that just called Callie, love?”

      “Yeah.” I hear the smile in his voice. “I can’t wait for you to meet her, but not yet, I’ve got shit to sort out first.”

      I know he’s talking about Ma, he needs to deal with her arse first.

      “Right, I’m heading to London today anyway, I’ll talk to Danny and Lissa, get her to dig into all this shit, figure out why no one knew that Raylee was taken and how it was kept quiet.”

      That tightness that has been sitting on my chest, since I found out that Raylee’s working with the cops, eases slightly.

      “I know that your brother will be anxious to get to you, I’ll hold him off. Having him help will put him off for a bit.”

      There’s a warning there, I know that I should expect them all to descend soon.

      “Thanks, Da, I’ll expect a call tonight, but warn Danny boy to keep his mouth shut. The last thing I need is Holly or Makenna finding out and losing their minds.”

      Both for very different reasons. Holly, well my little sister, isn’t like the rest of us, she’s sweet and untouched by this life. Then there’s my auntie, Makenna, who is a different breed of woman altogether. She was touched by violence from her ma, and in being hurt, Makenna changed and became a fucking badarse. She’s the head of the Irish Mafia in America and she’s kicking arse and taking names. My aunt is a force to be reckoned with. She finds out what’s going down, she’ll be on the first flight out here and she’ll go on a rampage, killing anyone who gets in her way.

      “I’ll make sure it’s known. You know, you need me, I’m there.”

      My chest tightens at his words. He’s still the man that raised me, he’s still giving me everything he’s always given me.

      “I know,” I say, my voice hoarse with emotion. The depth of love and loyalty I have for him is unwavering, just as his is for me.

      “Right, now I’m going back to my woman before I have to leave her again, I’ll talk to you later.”

      I don’t even bother fighting the smile, I’m just fucking pleased for him. It’s about time that he’s found a piece of happiness.

      “Right,” I murmur, my voice filled with humour. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Love you, son, later.” He ends the call and I toss my phone back onto the table and look out at the view, the ocean in the distance.

      Sitting here, knowing that Raylee’s still tucked up in bed, is peaceful as fuck. There’s nowhere else I want to be. Once all this fucking shit is sorted, I want to buy a villa, close to the beach, and move Raylee in with me.

      My cell rings and I glance at the screen, a number flashing—one that I don’t know. “Yeah?” I answer tersely.

      “Mr. Gallagher…” the man on the other end begins, his American accent thick and deep. “I am Joe Ranieri. I take it that you know why I’m calling?”

      “Yeah,” I return. Not in the least bit amused that he’s fucking calling me at almost nine thirty in the fucking morning.

      “Right, so I’ll get straight into it, you, Mr. Gallagher, are one lucky man. Raylee Silver is a unique young woman that has been in my daughter’s life for a long fucking time. They’re practically sisters. Which makes her family. My family. I will not let any harm come to her. Who do you think informed Mayer where Raylee was when I had the information?”

      Finally, fucking finally, things start to become clear. “You’ve been watching over them all.” It’s a statement. I should have realised.

      “Yes,” he says. “When Raylee was taken, I unfortunately was out of commission for four days and didn’t know until I returned. I did what I had to in order to find out everything. It was hard, but finally, someone slipped up. What I’m about to tell you, Mr. Gallagher, is not known by Raylee and I’m not sure if she should know.”

      I blink, what the fuck? “Tell me.”

      “Antonella Silver, was born and raised in Gran Canaria, she lived there with her mother, father, and older sister. They were happy, poor, but happy. That was until Antonella disappeared when she was fourteen. Her family fell apart as the years went by without her return.”

      I don’t say a word, my attention raptly on the man talking to me.

      “She didn’t show up on anyone’s radar until she was seventeen and dating Harry Silver. She was a shell of the girl that was taken and no one knows what happened to her. But my guess, Harry Silver, started his business early, and his wife was one of his first targets.”

      Holy fuck.

      “Now, when Raylee went missing, Antonella was out of her mind with worry. As would any parent in her position. Just as hers were when she too went missing at that age. So when I found out what had happened, I called Antonella myself. Learned a lot of things about her husband and from the things she said, I also learned that all is not what it seems in the Silver household. She gave me everything I needed to know about her husband’s business dealings. Seems Harry Silver likes pillow talk.”

      What a fucking idiot. “Who took her?” I need to know, make sure that they’re all dead.

      “It was the Henderson family. They wanted revenge on Harry for a business deal gone wrong. Mayer found her, he had the skills to dispose of those men and he did so, ensuring that they wouldn’t come after her again.”

      “But?” I ask. My respect for Mayer rising. He was the same age as Raylee when she was taken. Yet he managed to do what most men wouldn’t be able to.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what Mayer and I wondered. It didn’t make sense. The way she was taken, the way she was held, it was more than a business transaction. From what Antonella told me about when she was abducted, the way she was. Raylee’s disappearance was the exact replica. I’m talking every fucking last detail.”

      “So whoever took Raylee also took her mother?” I question, my mind spinning with all this information.

      “That’s what I haven’t quite figured out. Why would Harry take his own daughter? That’s something that isn’t sitting right. We all know that he took Antonella, he took her and kept her. But he loves his daughter.”

      I scoff, “Yeah right. Eight days, Joe. He didn’t do a fucking thing to help her be free for eight days. Even then it was Mayer that fucking rescued her,” I bite out, my anger coming back in full force.

      “This is true,” he comments. “Stay close to her, Mr. Gallagher. Know that you are not alone, I have my men keeping watch from a distance. I’ve also got men on the inside.”

      I aim my smirk at the horizon. Seems as though everyone is bringing that motherfucker down. “You know where to find me.”

      “I certainly do. And, Mr. Gallagher. Hurt her again and there’s nowhere you can hide from me.”

      I tense at his threat. Bastard. Before I’m able to respond, he hangs up on me.

      I have this gnawing feeling that whoever was involved in Antonella’s kidnapping had a hand in Raylee’s and my gut’s screaming that they’re still out there. Waiting.
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      I moan as feather kisses move down my neck towards my breasts. “Mal,” I whisper, needing more, I’m soaking wet as I always am when he’s touching me. “Please, baby,” I beg, my legs opening wide to let his body in.

      “Beautiful,” his voice hoarse and filled with lust. “Every fucking inch of you is beautiful.”

      I fucking love that he thinks that. The way he sees me, the way he worships my body. It’s amazing. I feel the beauty that he sees, the sexiness that he brings out. With him, there’s nothing held back, I’m able to be who I truly am.

      I’m falling hard and fast for this man.

      His hands skim across my skin light as a feather, leaving goosebumps in their wake. “Not letting you go, mo stór, you’re mine.”

      His tongue swirls around my erect nipple. My back arches back when he wraps his warm mouth around it. “Yes,” I hiss. “Yours.”

      “Wake up, Raylee, I want to see my golden girl.”

      As always whenever he calls me his golden girl, my body melts and I smile. I open my eyes and blink hard to adjust to the light shining in from the now open French doors that lead to the pool.

      “As much as I want you,” I begin, my voice heavy with lust. “I do not need my best friend or your men hearing me come.”

      His blue eyes darken and his nostrils flare. “Would never let that happen. We’re alone, Raylee, all alone and I’m going to fuck you now.” His tongue swirls around my nipple once again as his finger dips inside of me.

      Who am I to deny him?

      “Ride me, golden,” he commands.

      I grind down against his finger, whimpering, groaning, and mewling as his teeth brush against my breasts. “Mal.”

      “Ride it,” he growls as he inserts another finger. I whimper as his fingers fuck me.

      I plant my feet on the bed, my fingers clenching in the sheets and I ride him. I throw my head back and close my eyes as I grind against him. His mouth is everywhere, kissing, biting, sucking, every inch of my body. It’s sensory overload. “God,” I groan as my pleasure builds.

      “I feel it coming. Hold it off,” he instructs and my eyes open and my gaze collides with his. “Do not fucking come,” he clips out.

      “But…” I gasp. “How?”

      “Fight it,” he grunts as his fingers move quicker.

      My body shakes as the orgasm starts to hit me. Instantly his fingers leave my pussy and I whimper at the loss of him.

      “Behave,” he tells me, his eyes heavy with need.

      “You’re an arsehole, Malcolm.”

      The fucker grins at me. “Never said otherwise. I’m not finished playing with you, yet. You do not come unless my dick is inside you.”

      I glare at him, hiding the fact that his words make me wetter. Fuck, why is it when he’s an arsehole I find him even more attractive? Even sexier than normal?

      “Now, are you going to be my good golden girl?”

      Fuck yes I am. “Where did this side of you come from?”

      We’ve had two weeks, two sheer, blissful weeks where we’ve spent practically every minute together. Yet, this demanding side to him is new, he hasn’t let this side out to play before and I’m intrigued, even if he is being an arshole and not letting me come.

      “No idea, never been this way with anyone but you.”

      Oh shit. My eyes sting with tears. It wasn’t hearts and flowers, but it means a hell of a lot. We started out rocky and God, so much hatred, sometimes I feel as though I could kill him, but these past two weeks, I’ve seen another side to him. A softer, gentler side.

      “I really need you to fuck me,” I say low, but it’s filled with so much emotion I know that he can’t miss it.

      His body jolts at my words, his brows knit together and then a slow but confident smile plays on his lips.

      “You know by now,” he begins, positioning himself over me. “This isn’t fucking, hasn’t been since I got you back.”

      He’s right, it isn’t. As much as I’d like to pretend that this thing between us is just sex, it’s far from that and every day the feelings grow. Since the night he followed me here, it’s been anything but fucking. He makes love, God, he makes me feel alive, beautiful, and his.

      “I told you that night I got you back, that this is different. I’m not pretending anymore. You’re mine Raylee and nothing or no one is going to change that.”

      “I’m yours,” I admit, and his eyes darken with lust as he thrusts into me. “Yes,” I hiss.

      His lips crash against mine and I’m swept away as his tongue tangles with mine, leaving me breathless. I wind my arms around his neck, my fingers in his hair and I give in to him, surrender completely. I am his and I know that I’m safe with him.

      His thrusts are slow but hard, hitting the right spot each and every time. Once again, my orgasm starts to build, I clench around him, loving the hiss that he releases. His gaze never once leaving mine. There’s no question about it, I’m head over heels for this man.

      “Get there, baby,” he growls, his pace picking up and I throw my head back and mewl as his lips go to my neck where he sucks on my sweet spot, just at my pulse. It takes two more powerful thrusts before I’m detonating around him. “God, I love how you flood my dick when you come. Your pussy squeezes me like it’s pulling the cum from it.” I’m too lost in my own pleasure to register him thrust into me, shove his face into my neck, and come.

      Once he pulls out of me, he rolls onto his back and pulls me with him, so that I’m draped over his body. His hand splayed across my back and he’s looking directly at me.

      “I’m a fucking lucky man, Raylee, waking up to you every morning. There’s nothing better.”

      He has to stop. God. He’s killing me right now. “You’re going to make me cry,” I warn him.

      These past two weeks have changed everything. Before he was aloof and kept me at arm’s length. Now? Well now he’s open and honest with how he feels and what he wants. He’s not pushed me for more, I told him that I needed to think about us and what I wanted from it. I’m worried about what my family will say and how they’ll react. In the past two weeks I haven’t seen them. I’ve spoken to them on the phone, mainly my mum and Bentley, but I haven’t seen them. That changes today. Today, I’m having dinner with them.

      Malcolm isn’t stupid, he can read me better than even I can and knows that I want him, he knows that I’m scared, but he’s made it clear he’s not giving up. He’s trying to make amends for what’s happened and I know, deep down I know that what happened with Mayer was tragic and yet Malcom was right; if we stepped in, things could have been worse, I could have also lost Gabby.

      Losing Mayer has affected me deeply, he’s always on my mind, always there in my memories. He’s a part of me and that’s never going to change. I’m going to finish what he started and bring down the arseholes that are responsible for his death, and my father. Maybe even Ashton. Then, I hope that Mayer can rest in peace.

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” he asks, cutting into my thoughts. “You’re worrying your lip with your teeth. What’s stressing you?”

      I sigh as I pet his chest, running my hands over it. “Just dinner with the family. It’s going to be annoying as hell. They’re going to lose their freaking minds when I tell them that we’re dating.”

      He shakes his head. “This is a fuck of a lot more than dating.”

      I roll my eyes, such a caveman. I take a deep breath and decide that now is the right time to talk about what’s been playing on his mind. “I’ve given you time to brood…”

      “I don’t brood,” he grumbles. “And baby, what I’ve got to say, there’s no way to lessen the blow, it’s going to shock you and probably hurt you and that’s the main reason I’ve not said anything.”

      I tense at his words, what could be that bad that he doesn’t want to tell me? “What have you done?”

      He chuckles, “Trust you to think I did something. Swear to you, mo stór, it’s not me.”

      Relief washes through me, okay, whatever it is, I can deal. I hope. “Tell me,” I say, my hands pressed tightly against his chest.

      He sits up, holding me close, my legs wrap around his waist as I sit on his lap. “Okay, my golden girl, I’m going to say this quickly and then I’ll try to answer any questions that you have. Any that I don’t know the answer to, we’ll find them, yeah?”

      The tightness in his voice has me once again on edge. “Okay,” I whisper, unsure as to what the hell it could be that he has to say.

      “I got a phone call from Gabby’s da, he told me a few things. Including how Mayer knew where to find you when you were kidnapped, and baby, it was because of Joe. As soon as Joe had your whereabouts, he told Mayer, who from everything I’ve found out since that phone call, dropped everything to find you.”

      I suck in a sharp breath, God, Mayer. I’m not surprised that he dropped everything for me. I’d have done the same for him.

      “Right,” he says obviously noting that I’m struggling to keep it together already. Although that happens more often than not whenever Mayer’s mentioned. “Now, baby, this is where it gets shit, your ma was taken in the same way as you when she was also fourteen.”

      My gaze collides with his and my fingers spasm around his neck. “What?” I breathe, my heart beating a mile a minute.

      “Yeah, your ma lived in Gran Canaria until she was fourteen when she was kidnapped. She was missing for three years before she resurfaced and was dating your da.”

      Pain slices through me. Oh my God.

      “What happened to her?”

      He shakes his head, “That, we don’t know. No one but your ma does.”

      I swallow back my tears, my heart hurting for my mum. I know what happened to me and that scarred me deeply.

      “But you have an idea?” I push, needing to know what he’s thinking.

      “I have a theory.” I raise a brow, my fingers tightening around his neck and my legs squeezing his waist. I need to know. “Baby, I believe that your da started his business early and your ma caught his eyes.”

      My body bucks as my tears start to fall. “He’s such a monster,” I hiss, and his arms tighten around me. “Such a monster.”

      “Baby, we don’t know that for sure,” he tries to reassure me.

      “But, I know so much about him, Mal, so much. God, he’s done some of the worst things. Things that make my stomach turn. I have the evidence that’s going to send him down for years.”

      His body locks beneath me. “What did you find out, when did you find this?”

      I lift my head, my eyes filled with tears making it hard to see him clearly. “It wasn’t me that found it. It was Mayer.”

      He frowns, “When did you get it?”

      “I’ve had it since he died, there was a safe hidden in his house, both Gabby and I knew where it was and how to access it.” I swallow at the memory of being in his house. As soon as I walked in I lost it. Broke down and sobbed for hours. I was so caught up in my grief that I lost twelve hours. “I emptied his safe and brought it here. While you were on the phone yesterday doing business, I watched some of the videos he had.”

      I shake my head, unable to get the images out of my mind. “You can watch them if you want? I can’t describe it, it’s too much.”

      He nods. “Get dressed, mo stór, go and I’ll be out once I’ve watched them,” he instructs. “I won’t be long.”

      I nod, kissing his jaw quickly before moving away, reaching for his shirt and then moving towards my laptop and setting everything up for him to watch.

      “There’s three of them,” I whisper, “all you have to do is press play.”

      I give him one last look before leaving the room and getting away from the evil that plays on the screen.
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      Rage. Blinding rage. That’s what fills me as I sit and breathe, trying to quell the thirst to track down Harry Silver and Ashton Banks. Fucking bastards.

      I’ve seen a hell of a lot in my life. Tangled with the scummiest of arseholes, but nothing has made my stomach turn as what I’ve just witnessed on Raylee’s laptop. I have no idea where the hell Mayer found it, or if he planted the camera somewhere. But fuck, he’s got them two bastards banged to rights. There’s no way in hell, they’d ever be able to get off if the police got this evidence in their hands.

      “Need bleach?” Raylee’s soft voice breaks through my inner thoughts.

      I turn to see her resting against the door, wearing nothing but my shirt, and a cup in her hands. “Come here,” I request, needing to have her close so that I can touch her. Fuck, I’d love to bury myself deep inside of her, but that’s not going to happen right now.

      She pads over to me, her bare feet silent against the floor. “So, you watched them all?”

      I nod, “I fucking hate that you saw that shit, baby.”

      She sighs as she climbs into my lap, her head resting against my shoulder. “Yeah, I threw up after watching it.” She sucks in a deep breath, “Is there any way we could find out who the women were? Watching what happened to them…” She shrugs, “I feel as though I should do something.”

      My arms tighten around her, her words filled with guilt. “This isn’t your fault, your da’s an arsehole and his time is coming.”

      “I don’t understand, Mal, why the hell are the police taking so long? Everything I’ve given them should have been enough. He should be behind bars. Locked up with the other animals. But instead, he’s out there, doing whatever the hell he wants and hurting even more people.”

      She’s right, the evidence that she’s given to Ramirez should have been enough for them to get a warrant for his arrest. He should be behind bars. Something about this shit doesn’t add up and I’m wondering just how much her family knows about the part she’s playing in Harry’s demise?

      “Baby, I’ve got a few calls to make. Do not leave this villa.” Something in my gut is screaming at me. Right now, I need to keep her close. “You’re going to have to cancel dinner with your family.”

      She must sense the undercurrent of my emotion because she doesn’t even blink. “I’ll call Mum and tell her that I’m not feeling well. It’s not exactly a lie. The past few days, I’ve been feeling off. Mum knows that. It’ll be okay,” she assures me.

      The past few days she’s been going to bed early, shattered. As soon as her head hits the pillow she’s out like a light. She also feels rundown and nauseous, no doubt due to the stress she’s under. The sooner this shit is done the bloody better.

      “Call your ma, then you get to decide what we do today.” The smile that forms at my words makes me smirk. She’s no longer holding back from me, which is fucking great, but I know that she’s wary that I’m going to hurt her.

      I’ve learned that mistake and now, she’s my main priority. It’s fucking funny how time apart can put things into prospective. Being away from her for those three weeks, I realised that I was done pushing her away and pretending that she means nothing. Since I manned the fuck up, she’s quickly become the most important person in my life. I’m an arsehole, I almost lost her.

      “Okay.” She places a kiss to the underside of my jaw, before climbing off my lap and moving out of the room. My gaze glued to her phenomenal arse until it’s no longer in view.

      I take out my cell and call the number that called me two weeks ago, one that I haven’t heard from since.

      “You do realise that it’s the middle of the fucking night here?” he questions, his voice thick with sleep.

      “Know that, but what I have to say can’t wait,” I explain, the anger from watching those tapes still present.

      “Fuck. What the hell has that asshole done now?”

      “There’s footage of both him and Banks, fucking women tied to meat hooks in a warehouse of some sort. Not only are they fucking the women, they’re beating them to death. All three women bled out while being fucked.”

      I swallow back the bile that’s creeping up from my gut. Fucking sick bastards. Those women were bleeding from every orifice, because the men fucked them so hard.

      “Tell me you’re shitting me?” he hisses, pissed just as I am.

      “I may be a fucking arsehole, but I’m not sadistic. Now I have a question, the evidence that the police have so far is more than enough to have those sick fucks in jail. So why the hell are they breathing fresh air?”

      “Fuck,” he growls. “Who is Raylee dealing with? Which cop has her back? Those fucking Silvers have a lot of cops in their back pocket. I need to find out who her handler is and see if they’re on the Silvers’ payroll.” His voice is laced with anger.

      Yeah, I don’t blame him, this entire situation is fucking shit.

      “Raylee’s handler is a guy named Ramirez,” I inform him. “He's the liaison between the Spanish police and Interpol. There’s something about this whole situation that doesn't sit right. I don't want her in any more danger than she's already in. Going to the cops against her family's bad enough. If this dickhead is on the take, Tits is a hell of a lot worse than what any of us thought.”

      “I agree, if they know that she’s the one that’s informed on them, fuck,” he growls. “I’m on this now, I’ll have information for you by the end of the day.”

      “Thanks,” I say with sincerity. He’s helped Raylee stay off the grid with this shit while I was fucking around and not claimin’ her.

      “She does not leave your side,” he snaps.

      I clench my jaw. Fucking prick. “Do you think I'm fucking stupid? Don’t tell me what I should be doing. I fucking know. She's mine. Her safety is the most important thing.” I’m seething, who the fuck does this areshole think he is?

      “Good,” he replies and I swear the fucker’s smiling. “You love her,” he continues and my body freezes. “That's the way it should be. She deserves that. That girl has been used and abused her whole life. Everyone wanted a piece of her just to get to her family. Her father pushed her aside because she's a female. Her mother kept her at arm's length after what happened. Not wanting to be close to her, just in case it happened again.”

      The more I hear about her fucking family the more I hate them.

      “The only ones that have treated her as a woman were Bentley and Mayer.”

      Yet again, I’m reminded about how much I fucked up by not stepping in when that shit went down. Everything I’ve been led to believe about Raylee and Mayer have been lies. All of it.

      “Mayer protected both girls, he kept them safe. Now it’s our turn. If we don't, Malcolm, we could both lose a hell of a lot more than we had bargained for.” With that parting comment he ends the call.

      I sit stock still on the bed. Fuck me. He’s right. I’m in love with her. When the hell did this happen? How the fuck am I going to protect her when I have no idea what we’re up against? Everything is up in the air.

      “Raylee,” I yell once I’m able to breathe easier.

      She doesn’t even take a minute to get to me, her footsteps purposeful as she moves towards me, her face etched with worry, those beautiful golden eyes on me, and her brows knitted together. She doesn’t stop until she’s at my side. “Everything okay?”

      “It will be,” I promise her and watch as her face softens. “But, baby, we’ve got to talk.”

      She climbs up onto the bed and sits beside me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need you to tell me about Sienna…”

      Her eyes flash with rage. “What do you want to know?” The anger in her voice has me taken aback, I knew she wasn’t a fan, but the hostility is quite shocking. “Look, I understand that you and her had something,” her nose crinkles in disgust at that statement. “But she was a bitch. God forgive me, it’s not right to speak ill of the dead. But fuck, she was a raging bitch.”

      Damn, why do I find it sexy as hell when she’s pissed?

      “Okay, explain that to me.” I’m definitely missing something.

      “Right, so Mayer met Sienna when they were young. Fourteen, I think, he loved her at the beginning. She hated Gabby and I, she despised us because in her eyes, we were taking away her time with Mayer. But whenever Mayer was around she was as nice as pie. The woman was a fucking psychopath. They’d break up and Mayer would swear he was done for good, she’d disappear for a month, maybe two and the next thing I know they were back together. It was only when she vanished the last time that Mayer let us in about his relationship with the she devil.”

      I chuckle at her words, that’s too fucking true. Sienna was the devil incarnate. Sweet at the beginning, but as soon as she thought she was in, she changed, finally showing her true self.

      “Mayer would break things off with her, hating how she’d pitch a fit if he was late, or had to go to work. She’d throw a tantrum if he was hanging out with Gabby and me. Mayer hated drama, despised it. It’s one reason that we all got along so well, I fucking hate women because they’re all about the drama.” She shakes her head in disgust. “So, Sienna would crawl under whatever rock she came from and lick her wounds for a while, then she’d call Mayer, telling him that she loved him and she was sorry, that she’d change. Mayer never bought it, but she’d lie and tell him she took pills or slit her wrists to get his attention.”

      I swallow back the anger. Fuck, those raised bumps on her wrists. Jesus Christ. She lied. She fucking lied.

      “The cuts weren’t deep enough to kill her and the tablets weren’t a lethal dose, but still, it was a cry for help and as much as you and others believe, Mayer wasn’t an arsehole. He loved her once and he hated the way things went on between them so he tried again. He helped her, but when things got too much, the cycle began and he was cleaning up after her constantly.”

      She studies me closely, tilting her head to the side. “Why do you ask?”

      “Sienna played me from the get-go. I saw her in the club and she was a beautiful woman. I had many women before you, baby, I’m a man with a past,” I tell her when I see the hurt flash through her eyes. She waves her hand for me to continue. “I enjoyed my time with her, in the beginning that is. Then she showed her true colours. Stealing from me, snooping through my shit, and other crap that pissed me off.”

      She raises a brow. “So fucking stupid.”

      “She was that, but I was also stupid. She told me a tale about your father. How he was the one that slit her wrists, that he was trying to get her to be a part of his stable. She didn’t want that and ran.”

      “Let me guess, she ran straight into you?”

      I nod, “Yeah, she wasn’t just in bed with me. She was fucking a different man each week. But the worst of it, she lied a fuck of a lot. She pretended that she wanted to bring down your family. That she was scared out of her mind. She laid it all out. That every single member of the Silver family was in on the business. That Mayer and Ashton were just as bad as Harry, if not worse. That Mayer tortured, raped, and killed women. That he, Harry, and Ashton were the head of the trafficking ring along with the prostitution ring.”

      Tears fall from her eyes. “None of that is true. God, why would she do that?”

      I shrug, “I’ve no fucking idea. I hated her, told her that if I saw her again I’d kill her. I meant every fucking word.” My voice vibrates with anger. I’ve never told anyone the threat I made to Sienna.

      Her eyes get big, “What? What the hell did she do?” Her voice barely above a whisper. “Mal, you would never say that unless she did something, so spill.”

      Fuck, we’ve barely known each other that long, but yet she knows who I truly am.

      “I ended things with her and she told me that she’d ruin me, that she’d cry rape and everyone would believe her as I’m a bastard and feared.”

      “She, what?” Raylee screeches as she gets to her feet. I watch on as she explodes. I’ve never seen anything so fucking beautiful in my life. “That fucking bitch. God, if she weren’t already dead, I’d strangle the whore. Who the fuck does she think she is?”

      My lips twitch, God, Raylee pissed is a sight to behold. “Baby, she’s gone, it’s over.”

      She turns to me, her eyes blazing with rage. “No it’s not, because you feel guilty for her death and you fucking shouldn’t. That bitch doesn’t deserve your guilt.”

      “I don’t like how well you fucking see me.”

      She sticks her tongue out at me, a small smile playing on her lips. She starts walking towards me. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this mess, Mal, I promise. We’ll find out what the hell is going on.” She climbs onto my lap and wraps her legs around my waist, her hands resting at the back of my neck and her eyes scan my face. “Together.” She swallows hard, looking scared. “I’m falling so fucking hard for you. You have the ability to completely shatter me,” she confesses quietly.

      My hands go to her arse, “Ah, my beautiful golden girl. Don’t you know? You own me, mind, body, and soul.”

      Her eyes shine brightly. “We’re going to get through this,” she promises me.

      I hold her tightly against me and start to plan. She’s right, we’re going to get through this. I’m not losing her. No fucking way. I need to make sure that whatever happens, she’s clean. Going up against the cops is one thing that you never do, it’s a sure fire way to get your arse into lock up. In this case, I'd fucking happily bring them down, the whole lot of them, if it means that my girl is safe.
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      “Ray,” Gabs whispers from beside me, her hand grasping mine.

      I shake my head. “It’s going to be okay,” I try to assure her, but really, I’m not sure if anything’s going to be. Staring at my phone, the email I received from Gabby’s dad has bile rising from my throat.

      “How can it be?” she questions. “He knows everything, Ray, everything.”

      She’s right. Ramirez knows everything I have on my father. I was so fucking stupid. I believed that because he was a cop that he was safe. How wrong was I? For the past three years, Ramirez has been receiving monthly payments into an offshore bank account, money that comes from my father.

      Fear courses through me. Does my father know? God. Why the hell did Malcolm leave today? He’s been with me every day for the past month and today of all days he had to go to work. What the hell is happening to me? I’ve never wanted anyone to protect or hold me, I was never that type of girl. Until Mal.

      “I’m going to call Dad and see if he knows if Ramirez has said anything to Harry,” Gab says, pulling me out of my thoughts. “It’s going to be okay, as much as I’ve come to hate your father, I don’t think he would hurt you.” She gives my hand a reassuring squeeze before getting to her feet and moving towards the kitchen.

      I’m glad one of us thinks that. I believe that my father has worked hard to get his business up and running, a business that makes him almost eight figures a year. If he finds out that I’m threatening to tear it down, I doubt he’ll have any qualms on taking me out.

      I read through the email once again, wanting to make sure that I’m reading it right. It’s all there in black and white. Ramirez is on the take and has been for a long time. Now it makes sense as to why my father is not behind bars where he belongs.

      After everything I’ve risked, it’s gotten me nowhere. I’m at a loss of what I should do next. I want to continue doing what Mayer started, I want my father’s business burned to the ground. I want all those women that he’s forced against their wills to become part of his stable—I want them free. I want them to be able to decide what they want to do next in their lives. I know nothing can change what’s happened, or give them back what they’ve lost, but it will give them a future and for me, that’s what’s keeping me going.

      The past few weeks my mind has been whirling. I had so many unanswered questions. Right now, I need to get the rest of them. I’m losing myself in the depths of despair. I’m sick, constantly, I’m always looking over my shoulder, and I’m scared. Out of my mind fear that takes a hold of me and doesn’t let go.

      With shaky hands, I do the only thing left. I call my mum. “Ray-Ray,” she breathes, “You’re okay? Your father’s been looking for you…”

      Oh shit. He’s coming for me.

      “Mama,” I whisper, “I’m scared.”

      I hear her sharp intake of breath. I used to call her Mama when we lived in Manchester, but when I was taken, she took a step back, fearing that she’d lose me. She also moved us here to Spain. “Baby—” Her voice is shaky. “He’s mad, Ray. I’ve never seen him this angry before.”

      I close my eyes, “He knows?”

      “Knows what? What’s going on?” she demands, her voice rising.

      “I had to stop him, Mama, I couldn’t let it go on. I told the police about him.”

      My confession is met by silence.

      “Told the police, what?” Her tone is sharp, but I ignore it. “Ray?”

      “I have so much evidence, Mama, so much. He’s hurting too many people, I couldn’t sit back and not do anything.”

      “Raylee, Christ. Okay, do not talk to anyone.” Her words have an urgency to them. “I’m on my way, listen to me right now, you do not talk to anyone. No one, Ray.” I’ve never heard her sound so stern before. “I’m coming to you, I’m going to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “I don’t think you can,” I whisper, my throat lodging with fear. “He already knows. The cop I was talking to, he’s on Daddy’s payroll.”

      “I’m leaving the house now, I promise you, Ray. I’m coming. Please, don’t talk to your father or brothers.”

      I swallow hard. “I’m not at home, I’m…”

      She cuts me off, “I know where you are, I’ve got a tracker on you. Don’t worry, your father doesn’t have one. I always check.”

      Tracker? What the hell? “Mama, what’s going on?”

      “I promise, when I get there, I’ll explain everything. Just hold on,” she promises and ends the call.

      I swipe away some of the tears that have fallen and instantly hit Malcolm’s number. “Hey, baby,” he greets me cheerfully.

      “Mal,” I whisper, my voice hoarse.

      “What’s going on?” he demands to know, I hear hushed voices in the background. “Raylee, what’s happened?”

      I quickly tell him what I’ve found out and what Mum said.

      “Fuck,” he groans. “I’m on my way, baby. Please do not answer the door until I get there. My men are there, Christian is talking to them now, more are going to be on their way.”

      “He knows,” I whisper, afraid that he’s coming for me. If Mum knows where I am, then surely Dad does too.

      “Baby,” he returns in a whisper. “You’re killing me, gorgeous, I’ll be there within twenty minutes, sooner if Christian stops driving like he’s a fucking grandma.”

      I smile, God, he always knows how to make me smile. “Okay, I have to tell Gabby what’s going on. She’s talking to her dad at the moment.”

      “I think today’s the day we get the answers we’ve been waiting for,” he tells me and I really hope he’s right. “Stay safe, baby, I’ll be there soon.”

      “Okay, you too, love you,” I reply instantly and then freeze.

      Fuck! What the hell? Why did I say that?

      His breathing deepens. “Fuck,” he growls. “Love you too, my golden girl.”

      I close my eyes and let his words wash over me. My tears falling thicker and faster, but not from fear, from happiness. “I really do,” I whisper, needing him to know that it’s not said in the heat of the moment.

      “I know, baby, I do too. It’s going to be okay,” he promises me.

      “I know, I’ll see you soon.”

      “Soon, mo stór.”

      I end the call and sit back on the sofa, bringing my legs up to my chest and resting my head against my knees. All I can do right now is wait. Gabby’s talking softly on the phone to her dad; they’ve spoken more in the past few weeks than they ever have and I’m glad that they’ve finally gotten their relationship on track. I know that she wanted him in her life a lot more than he had been, but was finding it hard to bridge that gap that had built up over the years.

      “How did it go?” I ask her once she’s off the phone.

      She shrugs, “He’s going to find out what he can, he’s also trying to find a cop that we can trust. Right now he’s worried about the both of us.”

      “He’s not the only one, Mal’s on his way home.”

      She raises a brow in question and I quickly rundown what’s happened. When I’m finished she’s staring at me with wide eyes and her mouth open. “What the hell’s up with your mum?”

      I shake my head. “I’ve no flipping idea, she freaked the hell out. And why is she tracking me?”

      None of this makes any sense. My stomach is in knots. The dread of what’s to come is making the bile rise once again. I scramble off the sofa and rush to the bathroom. And just like the previous four days, I find myself on my knees, worshiping the toilet seat as I heave and gag while throwing up what very little I had left in my system.

      “Oh, Ray-Ray, are you okay?” Gabby cries as she presses a cold cloth to my neck. I hadn’t heard her come in after me.

      I nod, “The sooner this is all over, the better. God, I hate this.” Tears sting my eyes and I swallow back the sob that’s lodged in my throat. “Why is he such a monster?”

      She shakes her head, “I don’t know, but, Ray, you’re nothing like him. You’re pure and sweet. You’re amazing, loving, and the best friend a girl could ever want.”

      I give her a weak smile. Appreciating that she believes that. “I hate him so much.” I never thought that I could. In the past few months my world has been shattered. I’ve lost one of my best friends and found out that my father isn’t the man I thought he was; instead he’s a monster that even horror writers wouldn’t write about.

      “We’re going to end this, Ray, I promise you that. Our end game hasn’t changed. We’re going to see this through. For Mayer.”

      I nod and take a deep breath. “For Mayer,” I repeat, hoping that he’d be proud of what we’re doing. “And for all the women, they need to be free of him and have a future.”

      I hear the door opening and both Gabby and I freeze, her eyes are wide and filled with fear and I’m pretty sure that if I were to catch a glimpse of myself that I’d look exactly the same.

      “Mo stór, it’s just me and Christian,” Malcolm calls out.

      Both Gabby and I deflate. God, we’re both nervous wrecks.

      “In here!” I yell. “I’ll be out in a sec.”

      Of course he doesn’t wait, his footsteps pound through the villa until he’s standing at the bathroom door. His gaze firmly on me. “Again?” The concern is etched on his face.

      I nod, “Once this is over, it’ll go. I’m just stressed and scared.”

      His brows furrow and his eyes narrow, he doesn’t seem to believe that. I don’t have time to query what he’s thinking, I know that Mum’s on her way here, so we don’t have long to talk. He walks over to me and helps me to my feet, Gabby silently exits the bathroom leaving us alone.

      “You’re here,” I whisper, surprised at how quickly he got here.

      His hands frame my face. “Mo stór, I’ll always be here.”

      Without meaning to or even thinking about it, my body sags against his and my arms slide around his waist and hold him tightly. “What does that mean?” I ask, he’s been calling me it since he arrived at the villa.

      He frowns, “What does what mean?”

      “Mo store,” I reply trying to replicate what he’s been saying.

      He smiles brightly at me, the love shining in his soulful blue eyes. “Mo stór means my darling or my dear.”

      My heart melts at his words. God, that’s beautiful.

      “You like that?” he whispers and I nod, unable to speak right now. “Good, because Raylee, you are mo stór.” He moves in closer to me, his lips pressing softly against mine. “Mo grá thú,” he whispers.

      “What does that mean?” I breathe.

      “You are my love. It’s our way of saying, I love you.”

      Tears leak from my eyes. “Mo graw hoo,” I reply and his eyes go soft and his lips spread into a beautiful smile.

      “Nothing is going to happen to you, Raylee, no way. I’d fucking kill to protect you. I’d die for you. Do you understand?”

      I nod, “The sooner this is over, the sooner we can start living our lives together.”

      A cocky grin forms. “Yeah, you’ll be moving in with me.” I raise my brow, what the hell? “Mo stór,” he begins softly, reaching into his suit jacket pocket and pulling out a pharmacy bag. “I think there’s a lot more to it than you being stressed. Take this, I’ll be outside.”

      I take the bag from him, confusion spreading through me. What’s he talking about? He kisses my forehead before moving out of the bathroom, closing the door softly behind him. I peek into the bag and the breath is stolen from me. A pregnancy test?

      My heart hammers against my chest as I quickly do the calculations in my head. It’s been almost six weeks since Malcolm and I had sex the first time and I haven’t had a period since then.

      God. What am I going to do?
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      I’m pacing outside the bathroom waiting for her. I’ve suspected that it was more than just stress, but I’m not entirely sure. Fuck, how long does it take to do the test? My chest feels as though it’s about to cave in. Like something heavy is sitting on it, making it tight and hard to breathe.

      “Mal?” Her voice is soft, but I hear it. I turn on my heel and push the door to the bathroom open. She’s wringing her hands together, her teeth nibbling on her plump bottom lip. I’ve never seen her so nervous. She’s usually so sure of herself.

      I open my arms and she rushes into them. “Mo stór, no matter what, it’ll be okay,” I promise her. No matter what that test says, I’m here with her. Always. She’s mine and I’m not letting her go.

      “I love you,” she whispers, her body trembling in my arms.

      “Mo grá thú.” I kiss the top of her head, needing to touch her. I fucking hate that she’s so frightened.

      “It’s positive.” She pulls back and looks up at me, her eyes shining with tears of happiness. The tightness in my chest ebbs away and I’m able to inhale a breath.

      I stare at the woman that captured my heart. “Fuck, I never thought it was possible to love you even more. But standing here holding you in my arms, you pregnant with my kid, and having that happy as fuck look on your face.” I shake my head. “You’re the best thing in my life, Raylee.”

      She stares at me with wide eyes. “You’re happy?”

      I cup the back of her head, “Yeah, mo stór, fucking over the moon.”

      She finally relaxes, her smile blinding. I’ve never seen a more beautiful sight in my life. “If it’s a boy, can we name him Mayer?”

      “Girl or boy,” I reply instantly. I gape at her as she bursts into tears and crashes against my chest, sobbing into my shirt. “Baby, why are you crying?”

      She sucks in a breath. “I’m just so happy,” she cries and I shake my head as I pull her in closer to me. “Love you, Mal.”

      “Love you too, mo stór, now let’s get you something to eat and drink.” The last thing I need is for her to be dehydrated because she’s unable to keep anything down. I press my lips against hers, she opens her mouth, giving me access to it and I sweep my tongue in, I feel her moan in my dick and I regretfully pull back. “Baby, I want nothing more than take you to bed and show you just how fucking happy you’ve made me. But our friends are waiting for us and your Ma’s on her way.”

      She smiles at me, “Rain check?”

      I grin at her, “Like you even have to ask.” I can’t get enough of her and I don’t think I ever will.

      She reaches for my hand and moves towards the door, “Are we telling people yet?”

      I want to scream it from the fucking rooftops. “What do you want to do?”

      She nibbles on her lip again, it’s something she does when she’s nervous. “Not yet, can we tell them once we’ve got all this shit out of the way?” She sighs, “I know you’ll have to tell Christian, that man’s worse than the old women at the hair salon.”

      I grin because she’s not wrong. “I’ll tell Chris, but we’ll tell your family once we’ve sorted this out.”

      She narrows her eyes at me, “Don’t think I didn’t notice you not saying you’d wait to tell your family.”

      I just smile at her, “I need to feed you and get you a drink, come on.”

      “Everything okay?” Gabby asks when we enter the living room. Her gaze firmly on Raylee.

      “It’s grand, I’m going feed her before her Ma gets here.” I steer Raylee towards the kitchen. “Sit,” I instruct as I move towards the fridge.

      “I’m not a dog, don’t bark your demands at me,” she huffs, but walks outside and takes a seat at the table on the back deck. I make her a cheese toastie and pass her a cold bottle of water. “Thank you.” She smiles at me as I take a seat beside her.

      “Welcome, mo stór.” She rests her head against my shoulder while she eats and I’m content just sitting here with her looking out at the ocean. Knowing that things will be coming to a head and when they do, I want reinforcements here. Which means, I’m going to be giving Da a call.

      As soon as she’s finished, I turn to her. “Got to call Da, baby, you want to stay here or go inside?”

      “I’ll stay here unless you want privacy?”

      I roll my eyes and pull her onto my lap. “Fuck no.” I kiss the top of her head and reach for my phone. I find his number and hit call.

      As usual he doesn’t make me wait long. “Mal, I was just thinking about you,” he answers.

      “Oh and why is that?”

      He chuckles, “I was wondering if that woman of yours had taken your balls yet.”

      Raylee’s body shakes against mine as she releases a faint giggle. She heard him.

      “Funny,” I grouse. “Da, are you busy?”

      The teasing leaves him instantly. “No, what’s up?”

      I quickly recount everything that’s happened since I last spoke to him. “I’ll be on a flight within the hour,” he assures me. “Do you want me to call in your brother?”

      “Not right now, no, if I need him later, I’ll call.” Danny and Melissa have a baby, my niece, Annalise, is fucking amazing and I know how much my brother hates being away from his wife and daughter. I wouldn’t call him unless absolutely necessary.

      “Okay, I’ll be there soon,” he says and I can hear him moving around, no doubt packing.

      Raylee lifts her head from my shoulder, her golden eyes shining brighter than ever. “Okay, Da, but before you go, I’ve something to tell you.”

      He’s silent for a moment. “Well don’t leave me in suspense.”

      His response makes me smile. “Raylee’s pregnant,” I say with pride. Fucking happy doesn’t express what I am. My woman presses her lips together as tears slowly fall down her face.

      “Fuck,” he whispers. “I’m going to be a granda again?”

      “Yep, it’s early stages, so we’re not telling anyone.”

      “I won’t say a word, but fuck, you and your brother, have you ever heard of condoms?” He grunts. “Both of you getting your women pregnant out of wedlock.”

      We also knew when we were with them from the very beginning, that they meant a fuck of a lot to us.

      “I wonder where we got that from? It runs in the family.” It’s true, Granda Seamus met my granny and fell in love, Granny got pregnant and was sent away. Granda was promised to someone else and ended up marrying her. Leaving Granny alone to raise Da. Then Da and Ma were young and stupid. She was sixteen, Da seventeen when she fell pregnant with Danny. They got married and fucking hate each other.

      “I’m happy for you, son, and I can’t wait to meet her.” The sincerity in his voice has my smile widening. “I’ll see you soon.”

      “See you in a while,” I reply and hit end on the call. I toss my phone onto the table and pull Raylee into my arms. “He’s looking forward to meeting you. Knowing Da, he’ll be here in about six hours.”

      “It’s going to be a day for meeting the family,” she replies, not looking nervous at all.
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      “Boss,” Christian yells almost five hours later and Raylee tenses in my arms. I twist my neck and look back into the house, Christian’s walking towards us, his phone to his ear. “Raylee’s ma’s here.”

      Raylee jumps up from my lap, her face pale and eyes wide. Slight tremors run through her body. As soon as I’m on my feet, I pull her into me. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She doesn’t look at me, just nods.

      “Mo stór, do you think I’d let anything happen to you?” And with my words she relaxes slightly. “Good, don’t get worked up, it’s not good for either you or the baby,” I say softly, but the way Christian straightens I know that he heard me.

      “How many men are here?” I ask once I have Raylee relatively calm.

      “Twelve, they currently have Antonella stopped at the gates.”

      I nod, “They can let her in, we’ll talk inside.” I want to get Raylee inside just in case this is a set-up, being outside in the open is dangerous.

      “On it, boss,” he replies with a smile on his face as he looks between Raylee and I.

      I lead Raylee into the villa and sit her down beside Gabby, both women have quelled their expressions, although their faces pale, neither are showing fear. Jesus, even some of my men can’t do that.

      Not even five minutes later, Christian leads Antonella into the villa. Her gaze darting around us all before it lands on her daughter. “Ray, I thought I said not to call anyone.” The reprimand in her voice pisses me off.

      “I didn’t call Gabby, seeing as this is her house too. Malcolm would have been here either way, as soon as you showed he’d have been notified. What took you so long?”

      Damn fucking right I would have and then I would have been pissed that she never called me.

      Antonella sighs and takes a seat in the armchair opposite the girls. I move and position myself at Raylee’s side, standing with my arms crossed, Christian does the same, but behind her, both of us ready in case something happens.

      “I owe you an explanation,” Antonella begins. “Things between your father and I aren’t what they seem. I had to wait for him and your brothers to leave before I was able to get away freely. They had returned home just after our call had ended. I couldn’t leave without getting their attention, so I waited until the coast was clear.”

      “Dad kidnapped you when you were fourteen, he’s kept you ever since,” Raylee inserts and Antonella’s eyes widen before she nods. “Why the hell are you still with him?”

      “You think it’s that easy? That I could have escaped? God, I wished I could. I wished that I could have gone home, but I couldn’t. I had a choice, be with Harry or die. I wanted death in the beginning, I prayed for it. Then your father showed up with Wayne, this beautiful baby needed me and I had to protect him, Ray, I had too. So I stayed. I promised myself that I would make sure that this innocent baby would never know what a monster his father was. Each year your father would bring another baby to me.”

      Holy fuck. I stare at the woman with new eyes, she’s not part of this, she’s a victim and has been since she was fourteen.

      “We’re not yours?” Raylee whispers, reaching for me and I can’t deny her. I lift her into my arms and sit down with her in my lap, needing to give her the comfort she needs.

      Antonella gives her a sad smile. “You and Bentley are mine biologically; the other’s I didn’t birth them, but they are mine.”

      “Who’s their mum?” Gabby questions, her voice soft, but I see the tears streaming down her face.

      Antonella shakes her head, “I do not know. I overheard Ashton and Harry talking, saying that the whores kept getting pregnant, so I’m assuming that is where my boys came from. But I cannot say for certain.”

      She takes a deep breath. “When your father decided to return to Spain, I did not want to go. I wanted to stay in Manchester, knowing that I’d be away from that evil man. I told him that I would keep all of you, and he could go and work. But he refused. Told me that his boys would be put to work, that his legacy wasn’t going to grow without them.”

      Raylee rests her head against my shoulder. “So dad took the boys and left me in Manchester?”

      “He was getting angry, he knew that I didn’t want the boys with him. He gave me an ultimatum. I either stayed in Manchester with you or we all return to Spain and he’d put you to work too.”

      I tense as a low growl releases from my chest. “He was going to pimp out his own fucking daughter?”

      Antonella nods, the disgust written over her face. I can’t believe this shit. What the fuck is wrong with that animal?

      “I couldn’t let him do that, so I stayed behind with only you. I had to protect you more than I had to my sons. You were the most vulnerable. But while my boys were with their father, I did the only thing I could. I sought help. I’ve been working with Interpol for the past ten years. I told them all about my abduction and everything that happened afterwards. My handler, he’s one of the good guys.”

      “What?” Raylee whispers. “You’re trying to bring Dad down too?”

      She nods, “Yes, I knew that Mayer was also doing this, his was more dangerous than mine. He had valuable information about the Silver organization. Information that would certainly bring them down. It’s why he was killed. Your father and Ashton do not care about their children, to them you are all disposable. They are all about the money and power that comes with their work. They’d kill anyone if they stood in their way.”

      Fucking hell. Those arseholes just get worse and worse.

      “Mayer found out that Ashton had killed Sienna, he also found out that Sienna was a spy and working for Ashton. She had been since she was eighteen. Not only was she sleeping with Mayer, she was also sleeping with his father.” Antonella’s nose crinkles, much like her daughter’s does when she’s disgusted. “I never liked that girl. Always thought she was sly and I was right. But she didn’t deserve to die the way she did. Mayer wanted revenge and he sought to get it the only way he knew how. By turning on his parent and going to the police.”

      “So Dad and Ashton know that I’ve gone to the police and they want me dead?” Raylee asks quietly, pain etched into every word she says.

      Antonella nods, “I’m sorry, baby, but yes, to your father and Ashton you are now a liability. One that must be taken out.”

      “Is that why you're here?” Gabby questions. “To do their dirty work for them?”

      “No,” Antonella says. “I’m here to let you know that the evidence you gave to that arsehole cop is now in the hands of my handler and he has assured me that your father will be picked up as soon as possible. The cop folded under the treats my handler gave him.”

      I don’t fucking believe this shit. But I can still sense hesitation from Antonella. “What aren’t you telling us?”

      “When you were taken, Raylee, it was because of your father. He wanted full control of the business in the UK and the men weren’t interested and to prove that, they took you from me. I knew in that moment that I’d do whatever it took to keep you safe. So when we got you back, we moved here so I could be closer to your father and his operation.”

      “Why the fuck was she held for eight days?” I seethe, nothing that’s been said gives me any reason not to believe her, but I still don’t think it’s the full truth.

      “The men took you and bargained with your father. They wanted to go half with the business they were in, but your father wasn’t having any of it. He was to be in charge of it all and wouldn’t let up.”

      “So he left me there?” Raylee questions, her tone resigned. She’s just found out that her father thinks that she’s replaceable. Bastard.

      “Yes, he did, he was willing to sacrifice you for his business. Thankfully, Mayer didn’t agree and did what no one else could,” Antonella explains. “I understand that this is a shock and I’m sorry, Ray, but I need you to be safe.”

      “I am safe, Mama, here with Malcolm.”

      Too fucking right she is.

      The front door opens and I turn to see my father walking in with a bag in his hands. Before I’m able to greet him, bullets start flying.
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      Just as the front door opens, a loud bang sounds, something similar to a car backfiring, but I know better, it’s the same noise as the night in Malcolm’s club. Gunshots. Before I’m able to act, Mal has me down on the floor. His breath hot and ragged against my neck, his muscles taut as he covers my body with his own.

      Shots continue to go off and my body trembles beneath Malcolm’s. He doesn’t move, his entire body covers mine, cocooning me, shielding me from the onslaught of bullets that are being hailed in on us. I want to lift my head and see the room around me, make sure that my mum and Gabby are okay.

      “Mal,” I whisper. My heart pounding, my body shaking, and fear coursing through my veins. He doesn’t answer me and my panic begins to rise. “Malcolm?” I can’t bear the thought of him being hurt from the bullets.

      “Sssh, mo stór, I’m okay, just hold tight.” Relief washes through me upon hearing his voice. I reach out for his hand and almost sob when his fingers clench around mine. “I’ve got you, baby,” he whispers, his lips against my head. “Keep breathing, we’re okay.”

      I’m not sure how long the gunshots continue to sound, but with each and every single one my body flinches. Malcolm tries to soothe me through it all, whispering to me, trying to distract me, but it’s not working.

      Then all of a sudden there’s silence.

      “Fucking bastards.” I hear growled, and I tense, my body strung up tight, the words coming from a voice that I haven’t heard before.

      “That’s my da, Raylee,” Malcolm explains quickly, obviously having felt the tension in my body. Suddenly his weight is lifted off me, his hands are at my waist, and he’s lifting me from the ground. “What the fuck happened?” Malcolm roars and I stare at him in shock, I’ve never heard him so angry before.

      “Boss, seems as though Harry Silver had enough of waiting for his daughter to come to him. He sent at least twenty men here,” Christian tells us his breathing labored, his face flushed, and he’s got a gun in his hand. I turn to Malcolm’s dad and see he’s just as Christian is—flushed, angry, and holding a gun.

      “Is everyone okay?” I ask, wondering about Gabby and my mum, but also about Mal’s men that have been here with me all day and the new ones that had joined them.

      Both Christian and Mal’s father nod. “Yeah, Raylee, our men are fine, one got a small nick, but other than that, they’re all good. I can’t say the same for the men that thought it was a good idea to open fire on this place though,” Christian growls. “What I want to know is how they found out where we are. We’ve been here almost three weeks and not once have we been followed.” His eyes firmly on Mum.

      I spin on my heel and see the guilt slide through my mum’s eyes. “What did you do?” I hiss at her.

      “I’m sorry, baby, but I had too,” she tells me as tears tumble down her cheeks. “He’s got Bentley.”

      My breath is taken from me and my legs shake, I almost go down, only Malcolm’s strong arms around me are holding me up.

      “Don’t you fucking think you should have said that?” Gabby screams. “We could have prepared better, fuck sake, Antonella, what the hell is the matter with you?”

      “Where’s Bentley?” I ask, finding my voice and somehow some inner strength. “Where the hell is he?”

      She cries harder, but the tears don’t affect me. Any of us could have been killed because of her and that’s not something I’m okay with. “I don’t know, baby, I really don’t. Your dad found out two days ago about you talking to that cop and he and Bentley went out for a job, but only your father returned.”

      “So, Dad sent you here to, what? Kill me? Take me to him?” She doesn’t answer me and I’m slowly starting to lose it. “What, Mum? What the fuck did you come here for?”

      She sobs and I can’t deal with it. “Get out,” I tell her and her eyes widen and her lips part. “Get the fuck out and don’t come back.”

      “Ray…” she whispers, pain etched on her face.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Mum. You’ve known what Dad’s been like for years. You could have done a hell of a lot more than what you’ve done. You’re only here to save yourself and don’t lie. For once in your life, be honest.”

      She shakes her head. “What I’ve done, it’s always to protect my children.”

      I step out of Malcolm’s embrace and throw my hand out, “You think this is to protect us? Christ, Mum, we could have fucking died.”

      A phone rings and I glance around trying to figure out who it belongs to. Mum moves quickly and answers it. “Hello? Yes… Of course... I’m not sure that’s a good idea…” she says cryptically and I stare at her wondering who the hell she’s talking to. “Where the hell were you? Hmm, those arsehole’s opened fire and where the fuck were you?”

      She’s quiet for a moment or two listening to whoever’s on the line. She turns to me, “There’s a couple of Interpol agents that are here and want to talk to you.”

      “Fuck me,” Malcolm’s dad curses.

      “Send them in,” Mal growls, his body tight and I step back to him, needing to be close to him. As soon as I’m at his side, his arms close around me and he presses a kiss against the side of my head.

      Mum relays the message to those on the phone and then turns back to us. “Please hear them out, you’ll realise that what I’ve said is the truth.”

      “I don’t doubt that, Mum, but what you did was inexcusable. You brought men here, to a place that was secure. We could have been killed and you think that’s okay? It’s not. Wait until Gabby’s dad finds out, he’s going to flip his lid.”

      Her bottom lip trembles as the tears fall thicker and faster. “Please, baby,” she whispers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know what else to do.”

      I shake my head and turn away from her, I can’t believe what she’s done, but at the same time I understand it also. But she should have told us. I glance at Gabby and her eyes are firmly on my mum, the anger pouring off of her. I continue to sweep the room and see that Christian is gone, probably to bring the agents in.

      As soon as my gaze collides with Malcolm’s dad, he gives me a soft, warm smile. I move towards him. “Hey, I’m Raylee,” I tell him as I get closer. “It’s really nice to meet you, sorry about the circumstances.”

      His smile widens, the corners of his warm green eyes crinkle. “I’m Denis and it’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” he returns, his Irish accent thicker and heavier than Malcolm’s. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      I glance back at Malcolm with a raised brow. “I dread to think what he’s said,” I say through a smile, I can imagine just what he could have told him. Mal and I need to come up with something to tell our children about how we met, the last thing I want them to know is just how things started between us.

      Malcolm comes to stand beside me, and always whenever he’s in touching distance of me, his arm slides around my waist and he pulls me into his body.

      “All good things, my son realised what a feckin’ idiot he was and set to make things right. I couldn’t be more proud.”

      God, now I know where Malcolm gets his smooth talking from. Looking between father and son, I don’t see any resemblance in their appearances. Malcolm has beautiful, blue eyes, dark hair, and his skin sun-kissed from the Spanish sun. Whereas Denis has dirty-blonde hair that’s peppered with grays, his green eyes are warm and he’s got pale, creamy skin. But their mannerisms are the same. The way they hold themselves and the way they act.

      I hear footsteps leading to the front door and Mal’s arm tightens around my waist. “Mo stór,” he says so that only me and his father can I hear him. “You do not leave my side.” The demand in his voice grates against my skin, but the tenseness in both his and Denis’ bodies has me nodding in agreement.

      “We’re going to sort this shit out, Raylee,” Denis assures me.

      “Ray,” I tell him. “Everyone other than your son calls me Ray or Ray-Ray.”

      He grins at me. “Okay, Ray-Ray, when these arseholes come in, I need you to let Mal take the lead, don’t give them any information. We’re not sure what the hell this situation is and I fucking hate the unknown.”

      “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse,” I quip, hoping to ease the tension.

      Denis’ lips twitch and Mal shakes his head, but as soon as the door opens they take a step in front of me, shielding me. Christian leads two men into our villa, and he then walks to Gabby and stands in front of her.

      “Mr. Gallagher, I apologize for our delay, we had hoped to be here before the Silver men arrived. Unfortunately, we were delayed. I’m glad to see everyone is uninjured,” the man wearing a grey tailored suit says as he and his friend go to flank Mum.

      “Apologise?” Mal growls. “I do not want your fucking apology. I want to know what the hell you’re doing here.”

      This time it’s the heavier of the two that speaks, his hair receding, and he’s missing a couple of teeth. “I’m not sure how much Antonella has told you, but she has been invaluable to us in the past few years. She called us frantic this morning, she found out that her daughter was in danger and needed our help.”

      I stand stock still as I listen to the man talk.

      “Since her phone call, we have been working hard to try to uncover everything that has transpired. The evidence that Ms. Silver had given to the liaison, Officer Ramirez, is in our possession and a warrant has been issued for both Harry Silver and Ashton Banks.”

      What? Dad’s going to be arrested?

      “Mr. Silver’s business is currently being dismantled as we speak. Our agents are raiding all known locations that belong to any member of the Silver family. That includes the locations that Ms. Silver gave us as part of the evidence. Within the next few hours, we’ll have the major players within the Silver organization behind bars.”

      “What does this mean for Raylee?” Denis barks. “She’s given you evidence, does that mean she’s going to have to testify?”

      The two agents share a look with Mum and I brace for whatever the hell is about to come.

      “During our phone call with your mother today, your mum made it clear that if we wanted her full cooperation that we’d tell everyone that the evidence came from Antonella. Ms. Silver’s name will not be brought into this investigation.”

      Some of the tension leaves Mal’s body at the agent's words.

      “So what do you need?” Denis queries.

      “You have means that we don’t. Antonella has worked hard and put herself in danger to help us and we promised her that we’d protect her family. We failed and now her son has been taken. We need your help in locating him.”

      I suck in a sharp breath at the reminder, God, Bentley.

      “We’ll find him,” Malcolm assures them. “You can show yourselves out.”

      “Mum, you should go with them,” I say, my voice stronger than I thought, but I’m glad that it is. What’s happened today is a hell of a lot to take in and I can’t deal with Mum on top of that.

      Denis and Christian walk the agents and Mum out of the Villa. Gabby goes to her room, no doubt informing her dad of what’s just transpired. Mal turns and pulls me into his arms. “We’re going to find him,” he promises me. “It’s almost over, mo stór. Just hold on a little longer.”

      I look into the eyes of the man I love and see the conviction in them. I believe him, he’ll find Bentley, but I can’t help but wonder if he’ll be alive when he does.
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Six weeks later

        

      

    

    
      Waking up to the sound of retching, I quickly jump out of bed and move towards the bathroom, since finding out about Raylee’s pregnancy, her morning sickness has gotten worse. As soon as her eyes open in the morning, she’s rushing towards the bathroom and vomiting whatever she has in her stomach.

      So much has changed in the past six weeks, we had our scan three days ago, Raylee’s now twelve weeks pregnant and it’s surreal now. Seeing our baby on the ultrasound was something indescribable. I’m going to be a father. Fuck, I couldn’t imagine that this would be how Raylee and I would end up when I first fucked her, but damn if it isn’t the best thing ever.

      Raylee’s now holed up in my apartment. Gabby’s gone to stay with her father in Denver until all this mess is sorted out. We all agreed it would be the best course of action. I can’t have my men split between watching Raylee and watching Gabby. My inner circle knows that Raylee’s pregnant, I haven’t told the rest of my family yet. We wanted to wait until the twelve week mark, especially with all this shit going down and we’re planning on travelling to London so she can meet Danny and Melissa and then telling them there.

      I know that she’s still stressed, since she found out that Bentley’s missing she’s not slept great. Every time I wake up, I find her tossing and turning, barely asleep. She’s worried about her brothers, all of whom have been arrested and charged with their involvement with the Silver organization; although nothing as heinous as what her father would be charged with. Her father and Ashton are on the run, word on the street is that they’ve moved down into Portugal. I have men searching for them and they’re under strict instructions that they’re to bring them to me when they’re found.

      Bentley is still missing, not only are we on the search along with the cops, I’ve recruited my sister-in-law too. She’s great at finding people, but so far she’s come up empty. When Gabby went to Denver she filled her father in on what had transpired, since Gabby is part of Raylee’s family and she loves Bentley as a brother, Joe Raneri has allocated his men to help find him.

      When I walk into the bathroom, I see that she’s still hanging over the toilet, her brown hair tied into a messy knot at the top of her head, her skin pale and clammy. I fucking hate this shit, I thought when the woman got to twelve weeks this would stop. However, it hasn’t. The doctor said that as she’s able to keep fluids and some food down that she’s okay and it’s not a major concern. I call bullshit, it’s a fucking major concern to me.

      “Mo stór,” I whisper as I get a wet washcloth and place it at her nape. “Are you feeling better?”

      She nods, “Yeah, I think it’s easing.”

      I raise a brow at her bullshit. It’s not fucking easing. “Do you think you’ll be able to eat anything?”

      She wrinkles her nose, “I’ll have a cup of tea.”

      I kiss her head, “Alright, baby.” I leave her be and go to the kitchen, knowing damn well that as soon as she takes a sip she’ll be back to where she is now. So she has her first sip while sitting on the bathroom floor and then she’ll get up and feel slightly better.

      Twenty minutes later, I’m cooking pancakes while she’s in the shower, my phone rings and I see that it’s Da calling. “Da,” I say as I place my phone between my ear and shoulder. “Everything okay?”

      “No, two nights ago there was an incident, Holly was shot,” he begins and red-hot anger courses through me. My fucking sister. I take the pan off the heat and turn it off and I’m just about to voice how furious I am when Da continues. “She’s okay, it was just a graze. Danny and I are already here,” he says his voice laced with anger.

      “Want to tell me why the fuck I’m only finding out now?” I growl, pissed that he never fucking told me.

      “Mal…”

      “There’s no fucking excuse, Da, and you know it. I should have been your second fucking call. Such fucking bullshit.” I’m getting angrier by the second.

      

      “Things are different now…” he says low.

      Pain slices through me. “Ah, I get it, I’m not your son so I don’t matter. I got the message loud and clear.” I end the call and before I can even think about it, I throw the phone across the room, I don’t watch it, but hear the satisfying crash as it hits the wall and shatters.

      I hear a squeak and my heart stops when I turn to where my phone’s just been flung at the wall and see Raylee standing mere inches away. “Fuck,” I whisper, I’m a fucking arsehole, that could have hit her. “I’m sorry, baby.”

      “You were an arsehole to your dad, Mal, I’ve never heard you be so disrespectful to him.” Her voice filled with disappointment. “You know you’re a lot like him.”

      I scoff, “That’s impossible, Raylee.”

      She takes a step forwards, her gaze to the floor where she tries to dodge the broken shrapnel from my phone. “He’s not your biological father, I guessed that a while ago. The two of you couldn’t look any more different, I thought you took after your mum, but you don’t. So I assumed that you were adopted or something, but I’m guessing by your anger, that Denis isn’t your biological father.”

      I nod, my jaw tight.

      “Yeah but, Mal, he may not have been the sperm that made you, but he certainly shaped you. When you needed him, he dropped everything, hopped on a plane and was here for you, for me. He stayed for six days and did everything he could to help you.”

      “You don’t understand,” I tell her, glad that I’m able to keep the anger from my tone. She doesn’t deserve to have it directed at her, she’s not done anything wrong.

      She takes another tentative step forwards, “Explain it to me. Make me understand. I’ve got your back always, Mal. I’ll always support you one hundred percent even if you’re in the wrong. I may not agree with you and I’ll always state my case to try and get you to see differently, but ultimately, what you want goes, and I’ll support you always.”

      I stare at my beautiful woman and not for the first time I wonder how the hell I got so damn lucky. I open my arms and she doesn’t even hesitate, she rushes into them and wraps her arms around my waist.

      “My ma has been cheating on my da for decades. We knew that Chloe, Mary, and Gareth weren’t Da’s and more importantly, Da did too, but he never let on to them, that’s just not the man he is.”

      She nods against my chest. “He’s a great father, the way he is with you, it makes me realise what my father and I had wasn’t great. I’m jealous.”

      I’m a fucking arse.

      “As you know, Danny and Melissa’s relationship started similarly to ours. Although they fucked before the hatred started and even that didn’t last long. But Lissa got pregnant and Danny demanded they get married. So they did. At the wedding, Ma started her fucking bullshit and tried to intimidate Lissa, something that I don’t think even Danny did. So Ma got a face full of Lissa’s attitude, and it pissed her off. She wanted to see me that night and decided to inform me that my da wasn’t really my da.”

      She makes a grunting noise. “God, I wish I could get a hold of your mum for five minutes, I’d strangle the bitch. What the hell did she think she was achieving by doing that? Nothing good would have come out of it. I mean, you’re twenty-one years old and you love Denis. Your mum’s just a bitch.”

      She’s right, that’s exactly what my ma is. “Holly was shot two nights ago.”

      Her body locks as she inhales sharply. “What?”

      “Yeah, that was my thought too, Da didn’t call me, he told me that things are different now.”

      She looks up at me, her eyes shining with so much love. “Mal,” she whispers. “I don’t think he meant that you’re not his son, I think he was talking about this.” She reaches for my hand and places it on her stomach where our baby is currently growing. “He knows what it’s like to be a father and how your priorities switch. We both know the instinct to protect this unborn life is strong already, your father knows that too. With all the shit that’s been happening recently, I don’t blame your dad for thinking that you need to stay here, but he’s wrong. You need to be with your family. He should have called and it’s shitty that he didn’t.”

      I overreacted. “Fucking hell,” I mutter.

      “Use my phone and call him back, tell him that you’ll be on the next flight out,” she tells me and quickly moves from in front of me. “Go sort that out while I try to salvage breakfast.”

      Shit, I forgot about that.

      “Thanks, mo stór.” I press a kiss to her head as she hands me her phone.

      I call my da and he answers on the first ring. “I was trying to call you,” he tells me, sounding wrecked.

      “Yeah, well my phone’s currently lying smashed on my floor.”

      He sighs heavily. “I didn’t tell you because you need to be with Raylee, your woman’s pregnant and she has a fuck load of arsehole’s gunning for her. It was never and will never be what you thought. You are my son, Mal,” he growls. “My fucking son. Do not forget that. Never fucking forget that.”

      Raylee was right. I’m a fucking bastard.

      “Sorry.”

      “That says more about what you're feeling over this shit than anything. You’ve kept it boxed up and finally today you let it loose. I will never choose any of my children over the other. I love you all the same, I’m sorry that you don’t feel that way.”

      Christ, can I feel any more of a prick?

      “Da, it was a shitty place for my mind to go and I can tell you that Raylee set me straight before I even called back.”

      He chuckles. “Have I told you how much I love that girl? Damn, she’s strong and she doesn’t take your shit.”

      “That’s why I love her. How’s Holly?” I question, needing to make sure that she’s okay.

      “She’s grand, just a graze, nothing more. She’s fighting fit this morning.”

      “I’m coming out there, Da. Raylee agrees.” My tone brooks no arguments.

      “Alright, son, book your flight and let me know when you land.” The tension’s gone from his voice and I know that things between us will be alright.

      “Will do, talk to you later.” I end the call and make my way back to Raylee, who’s currently bent looking into the fridge, her arse sticking out in the air. As soon as I’m close to her, my hands skim across her arse.

      She turns and I pull her into me, my lips crash against hers and I kiss her. God I love that little whimper she makes whenever I sweep my tongue into her mouth. My hands roam her body, I love every fucking inch of it, I’ve also worshiped it. I’ve seen all of her tattoos, all four of them, along with her scars.

      “Mal,” she moans. “I need you.” She grinds against me and my cock hardens.

      Fuck, yes. This is the best part of the day when I’m inside of her.

      I lift her into my arms and walk towards the bedroom.

      Raylee’s head rests against my shoulder, her body soft against mine. The trust she has in me is humbling. Never have I felt more powerful than having her love and trust.

      I’d die to protect her, I’d do whatever it took to make sure she stayed safe.

      She’s my redemption. This life that I’ve lived, I’ve killed more people than I can remember. But the utter beauty that is Raylee. Fuck. Sheer perfection. My solace.
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      I groan as I toss in the bed. It’s been nearly two weeks since Malcolm left to go to America. His grandfather was killed and Mal’s even more pissed that he wasn’t informed about what was happening before it was too late. Mal wanted me to go with him, but we’ve still not found Bentley and I can’t leave, not until I find him.

      With each day that passes my hope of finding Bentley alive diminishes. I should stay strong, I should be positive. But I’ve seen the devastation that my father and his organization has wrought and I know deep in my heart that if Bentley found out that my father was coming for me, he’d step in. I just pray that if that’s what happened, it didn’t cost him his life.

      I’ve yet to see my other brothers. The last I heard Wayne and Francis were still locked up and awaiting trial. Stupid arseholes had weapons on them and were in the club where there were drugs and even more weapons. The agents that were here with Mum have told me that depending on what else they find out, that both Wayne and Francis won’t serve more than five years.

      Jake and Kiro are currently keeping a low profile, something that’s not in their nature. Both have texted me and I’ve replied letting them know that I’m safe and okay. Kiro checks in daily, he’s worried about me, he’s also been keeping me informed of what’s been happening since everything went down. The cops are still unable to find Dad or Ashton and that’s made Malcolm anxious. Kiro has also started to take over my father’s business, thankfully not the women or trafficking, but the drugs, guns, and money laundering. He’s also let me know that he’s proud of me and that what I did was the right thing.

      I yawn and stretch before reaching for my phone. I glance at the screen and see that it’s eleven in the morning. Damn. I overslept. I’ve not been sleeping great since Mal’s been gone. It’s hard to be around someone twenty-four-seven and then all of a sudden not be around them at all. I miss him.

      I’m startled by a knock on the door; I climb out of the bed and pull on Malcolm’s t-shirt. It’s huge on me and stops mid-thigh. I love wearing his tops, especially when he’s not here, it makes me feel closer to him.

      The knocking continues and I pad towards the front door. I’m not expecting anyone. No one other than Malcolm and his men know that I’m here. The knocking is getting louder and I peer through the peephole and see a man dressed in a black t-shirt that has a florist’s logo on the right breast, he’s also wearing black shorts, and a black baseball cap that also has the florist’s logo on it. In his hands is the biggest arrangement of flowers that I have ever seen.

      I open the door just a fraction. “Hola,” I say with a smile.

      “Hola, señorita.” His thick Spanish accent is cheerful. “Are you Ms. Silver?”

      I nod slowly, my gut tightening. Something about this situation is screaming at me.

      The man smiles widely. “Excellent,” he cries. “I’ve got the right place.” He hands me the flowers and I reach out to take them, wanting to get them and return to the sanctuary of the apartment.

      Just as the weight of the bouquet is transferred to me, something snaps around my wrist and I’m tugged towards the man. I catch movement from the corner of my eye and know that I’m fucked. God, who are these men?

      I open my mouth to release the scream that’s been clawing at my throat, but before I’m able to, a hand closes around my mouth.  The bouquet drops to the floor as the man at my back speaks. “You’re a dead woman, Raylee. You fucked over the family and for that you pay.”

      Oh God, they’re here because of Dad.

      Fear chokes me. I have to get out of this somehow, not just for me but for my unborn child. I wish Mal were here. I fight back the tears as the men start to pull me down the long and narrow corridor towards the stairs.

      Shit. Shit. Shit. I internally chant as I try to figure a way out of this, but I can’t. My hands are tied together by what feels like metal handcuffs. There’s three men surrounding me. Any escape attempts will be futile, but I have to try. I can’t let them drag me out of here. I have to do something.

      Lifting my foot, I kick forwards with all my might at the back of the man’s knee in front of me, at the same time I ram my elbow backwards into the guy whose hand is covering my mouth. Both shots connect and I’m released as they groan. I stumble forwards, throwing my hands out to try to stop the fall. I manage to catch myself before I land.

      “Fucking bitch,” one of the men spit, his British accent heavy and lilted, I think he’s from Birmingham. He puts his foot onto my back and pushes down. I quickly shift so that I’m not pushed onto my bump but onto my side.

      It’s then that I notice that all the men are standing around me, pissed off angry looks on their faces. “You’ll pay for that,” the Spanish man says, lifting his foot. His lips turned up into a snarl and his eyes filled with rage.

      My breath catches as his foot comes down towards my face. I’m unable to move, all I can do is stare. The heel of his shoe connects with my nose, pain erupts as I hear crunching of bones. I cry out, blood seeping from my nose and into my mouth, the metallic taste making me gag.

      He doesn’t stop there, he’s enraged and brings his foot down onto my face again, this time, he connects with my temple and it’s sweet darkness.
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      My eyelids flutter trying to open, but the pain is excruciating. My face feels as though it’s on fire. Swallowing hurts, it’s as though I’ve swallowed nails and each time my throat constricts it’s like nails are clawing at the walls to my throat. I’m unable to breathe through my nose, the bastard that hit me broke it. My jaw is sore, but doesn’t feel broken.

      I realise that my arms are above my head, the strain on my shoulders is considerable, it’s almost painful. I wiggle my hands and hear the clinking noise of metal against metal.

      My entire body freezes. Where the hell am I?

      Slowly, I open my eyes, but it’s no use, the room is in darkness and my breathing deepens. Oh God, not again. A whimper escapes me as I try to remain calm, but it’s no use. I struggle against my bindings and my feet move with the movement and it’s then that it clicks. I’m suspended above the ground. My feet are unable to touch the floor.

      My tears fall down my face and I try harder to get out of the bindings, but all it does is have them chaff against my skin, bruising them.

      “Mal,” I whisper, “please help us.” I send a prayer to heaven asking for help and guidance and just like the last time that I was taken, I’m all alone and this time, no one is here to help me.

      I have no idea about the time and my eyes start to close and it’s not long before I’m falling asleep.

      I’m awakened by noise, yelling, screaming, and laughter. I strain to hear what’s being said, but I do know that the noises are getting closer to where I am.

      The door opens and I peer to look at it, but unlike the last time I was taken, there’s no light out there either. I have no idea where I am or who has taken me. Everything is pitch black, I’m unable to make out the things around me.

      “You’ll have a nice family reunion,” a man sneers.

      “Fuck you.”

      I suck in a sharp breath at those words. I know that voice. I’ve heard it so much.

      “Not my type, besides, you’re almost dead. Enjoy the time you have left.”

      There’s movement and I hear two thuds, both followed by pained cries.

      The man laughs, “Good luck, you’ll all be dead within a matter of days.” He slams the door, the sound of the key turning in the lock has my breath coming out in pants. God, I’m going to die here.

      “Fuck,” Dad snarls.

      “Dad?”

      Utter, sweet relief washes through me at the sound of Bentley’s voice. I can’t help the cry that falls from my lips.

      “Fuck,” they both snarl.

      “Ray-Ray?” Bentley asks, his voice soft.

      “Yeah,” I whisper. “Um, can someone tell me where we are?” I ask hoping that they know.

      “No fucking clue,” Bentley clips out. “Bastards took me and I’ve been held here ever since. I wondered why I was being moved. What happened?”

      It’s Dad that speaks next. “They shot me. Fucking prick. All these years and the bastard is betraying me. Fucking Banks.”

      “Ashton betrayed you?” Bentley questions and I’m glad that he’s here to ask, because right now I’m not able to; I’m struggling to breathe and my face is killing me.

      “Yeah, fucker has been trying to take over the business. He’s the reason that Raylee was taken when she was fourteen. I only found that tidbit out yesterday. Fucking bastard. When I get my hands on the snake, I’m going to kill him.”

      None of this makes any sense.

      “Raylee, what the hell happened?” Bentley questions.

      “Um, well, I’m not really sure how much you both know?” I respond, my breathing still erratic.

      “Ray, you gotta calm down.” Bentley snaps, I know he’s trying to help, but it’s not working.

      “Baby, listen to my voice,” Dad says gently and I blink. “Tell me everything that’s happened since you went to stay with Gabby.”

      I lick my lips, “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?” they both ask, confusing me even more.

      “That Dad has a warrant out for his arrest, for trafficking, prostitution, and rape. Ashton too. Both Wayne and Francis are currently awaiting trial. They were arrested and both had weapons on them.”

      “Fuck,” Dad grunts. “What else, baby?”

      Does he really not know that I set the ball in motion?

      “I’m pregnant,” I tell them. “I’m scared and I’m pregnant. Malcolm’s not here, he’s gone to America and no one knows that I’ve been taken.” The tears fall thick and fast.

      “I’m going to be a granddad?” Dad says and I realise he never denied what I said, even though I know he’s done it, he still didn’t try to deny it.

      The darkness is getting to me. My arms are getting heavy and my chest feels as though it’s being caved in by a ton weight.

      “I need to get out of here,” I tell them. “I can’t breathe.”

      “Shit,” Bentley growls. “She’s having another panic attack.”

      I try to breathe in deeply, listening to my brother walk me through the steps, but it’s no use, the panic has set in deep and I’m unable to fight it.

      Darkness closes in on me again and this time I welcome the abyss.
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      The whiskey goes down easy, the burning sensation a welcome feeling from the numbness that I’ve felt the past two weeks. “Are you doing okay?” I ask Holly. She’s battered and bruised. She was taken by an enemy of her husband. The enemy had managed to shoot every guard that was around her along with my uncle, grandfather, and cousin. Jade wasn’t as bad as Holly, but she was still shot. My uncle Finn was the worst of those that had survived, even now he’s currently lying in hospital in a coma. We lost too fucking many, including my granda.

      She pulls in a shaky breath, “I’m okay, it’s been a shit few days.”

      I pull her into my arms and hold her tight. “It’ll get better,” I lie, no matter what it’s not going to get better. She’ll always remember what happened, what that feeling was when she was taken. Raylee feels it every time she wakes with a start and is shrouded in darkness. I began to leave the hall light on, so if she wakes she’ll not dive into a panic, she’ll see the light and be able to breathe.

      “Tell me about your girl,” Holly asks once she composes herself and pulls away from me. “Da told me a little about her, but not everything.”

      Footsteps sound and in walks the man himself, followed by my brother Danny, his wife Melissa, my aunt Makenna, her husband Dante and his brother—and Holly’s husband—Romero.

      “What did we miss?” Makenna asks, glancing between Holly and I.

      Holly smiles and I brace. “Mal was just about to tell me about his woman.”

      Da chuckles, “You’ll like her Kenna, she doesn’t take his shit.”

      My aunt smiles widely. “Good, but why didn’t she come with you?”

      I glanced at my dad. We hadn’t told anyone but Danny and Melissa that Bentley was missing and neither of my siblings know that we’re expecting. Da gives me a slight nod and I sigh.

      “Her brother is missing and has been for over a month. She and Bentley were close and she didn’t want to come in case there was news about his whereabouts,” I explain and Holly’s lip quivers.

      Out of all of us, Holly is the most emotional, she’s not closed off like the rest of us. Her life up until recently hadn’t been touched by the life that we lead. She’s innocent, pure, clean. The pure Gallagher. Off limits to everyone and when she was taken, that statement was reiterated, not only by us Gallaghers, but also by the Bianchis. Holly’s husband, Romero, lost his fucking shit when she was taken and he’s made sure that no one will touch her again.

      My phone rings on the table beside me, glancing at the screen I see Christian’s name flashing. “Yeah?”

      “Boss…” That one fucking word turns my blood to ice. “Fuck, she’s gone.”

      “Gone fucking where?” My voice a hissed whisper. My gut churning, my body strung tightly. “Chris, where the fuck is Raylee?”

      At my words, the mood in the room shifts, everyone is now on edge.

      “We’re trying to locate her.” He releases a heavy breath. “Boss, she was unconscious when they took her out of here.”

      I rise to my feet, red-hot rage fills my blood. My heart is pounding as though it’s about to burst from my chest. Fuck. My golden girl.

      I hear Da talking and I turn to him. He’s sorting out a flight for us. Melissa’s typing away on her laptop, no doubt trying to find out what happened. Holly’s face is pale, her fear so clear to see. Whereas both Makenna and Danny’s faces are masked with barely concealed fury.

      “I’m on the first flight home. Fucking find her, Chris.” I can’t fucking lose her. No fucking way.

      “We’re on it, boss, I have Isiah and Clint talking to Kiro and Jake, hoping that they may be able to shed some light on this. She was ambushed, someone came to the penthouse dressed as an employee of a florist, as soon as she opened the door she didn’t stand a chance.”

      I close my eyes, trying and fucking failing to get my anger under control. Raylee needs me to have a clear head, to be the fucking boss so that I can get home and find her.

      “Flight leaves on the hour,” Da tells me, his eyes blazing with fury.

      The grip on my phone is painful, “I heard, I’ll make sure that there’s a car to pick you up. Is it just you and your da?”

      I glance around the room, “Who’s coming?” I don’t even recognise my own voice. It’s gravelly, hoarse, and filled with pain.

      Danny gets to his feet, his eyes filled with worry and fury. “We all are, Lis is looking at your security feed, seeing if she can find anything to track where they took her.”

      “I heard, I’ll keep you informed. We’ll find her, Mal.”

      I end the call. We fucking better find her. There’s no other alternative. I need Raylee like I need air.

      Melissa gasps and my gaze goes to her, my body getting tighter. Her eyes are on me, wide and filled with sorrow. “She’s pregnant.”

      I hear the audible intakes of breaths from behind me and I know that everyone has heard her.

      I move so that I’m standing behind Melissa. “Show me,” I demand. Within seconds everyone but Holly is standing around her laptop watching as the man walks up to my fucking front door with a bouquet of flowers in his hands.

      I see the confusion on Raylee’s face, the way her eyes are narrowed, the fake smile on her face. My gaze goes to the swell of her stomach, that’s sort of hidden by my t-shirt.

      Pain laces through me as I watch those fucking bastards beat her, they kick her until she’s unmoving on the floor. When I get my hands on them they’re going to regret even fucking breathing her air.

      “We’re going to find her, Mal,” Danny says quietly beside me, his hand on my shoulder, anchoring me. “Don’t lose your shit.”

      “What would you do if this was Lissa?” I ask him, needing him to know where I am right now.

      “I’d make every fucking cunt bleed.”

      I nod, “That’s how I’m feeling now. I’m eleven fucking hours away from her, Danny boy, eleven.” I swallow back the bile and focus on the computer screen in front of me. “Where did they carry her to?”

      Melissa hits a few clicks on her laptop and then she shows me the van, the fucking van that has the florist logo on it that’s parked out front of my apartment building. “I’m going to have to track where the van went, it could take a while.”

      I nod unable to speak right now as I watch the van speed off, Raylee unconscious in the back of it.

      “Holly, you and Romero pack your bags, we’re leaving in fifteen minutes.” Makenna starts to bark orders. “There’s some of your old clothes still here, whatever you don’t have, we’ll buy once we’re in Spain. Danny you pack your things, while Melissa does what she does best. Mal, I’ve got your shit, I’ll have it packed and ready for when we’re leaving.” She doesn’t wait for anyone to respond, she turns on her heel and leaves the kitchen.

      She’s a force to be reckoned with on any given day, but add in the fact that she’s pregnant and it’s worse. She’s never been one to take shit lying down and right now she’s ready for war, as are the rest of us.

      I tune everyone out as I move towards the window. I’ve fucking failed her. The shit she’s been through and the time that she needs me the most, I’m halfway across the world unable to get to her.

      A hand clamps down on my shoulder and I know without turning that it’s my da. “She’s strong, son, she’s going to be okay and by the time we land, we’re going to know exactly where she is.”

      “I can’t fucking lose her, da,” I whisper, finally letting the fear out.

      His hand on my shoulder tightens, “I know and you won’t.”

      I pull in a shaky breath. “Have you managed to talk to Callie yet?” I ask hoping that he’ll talk so I can get my fucking shit together.

      Ma turned up at Granda’s funeral. She dropped the bomb that she had spoken to Callie and told her the truth about Da, no doubt spun a tale or two. Since then, Da hasn’t said a word to anyone about it.

      “She’s heartbroken,” he tells me, his voice etched with pain. “Do you know how fucking hard it is to hurt the one you love? I can’t fucking do anything because she won’t talk to me. She’s told me she wants nothing more to do with me.”

      I turn to face him, the sheer devastation on his face tells me just how much he loves her. “You’re not going to listen to that, though, right?”

      He shrugs.

      I shake my head. “We go and find Raylee, once we do, you go home, you find Callie, and you explain everything to her, Da. I mean everything. She’ll understand.”

      “I hope you’re right, son, I really fucking do.”

      “Are you ready?” Makenna asks and we both turn at the sound of her voice. “The cars are ready.”

      Before I can answer her my phone rings, at the sound, everyone’s gaze comes to me. Holly picks it up off the table and walks over to me as soon as she hands it to me, my finger’s swiping across the screen to answer it. “Yeah?”

      “Boss, Kiro spoke to his ma, she’s just found out that Ashton Banks was the one to order the hit on Raylee and Gabby’s villa. When Bentley went missing, Harry did also.”

      Fuck. Have we been looking at this all wrong from the get-go?

      “Call Joe, I want him using every fucking contact he has. Find Banks.”

      “On it, boss, the Silver brothers have spread the word. Banks is a wanted man and is to be brought in alive. The reward is half a million euro. Every thug and lowlife is out looking for him. Any information will be paid for. These Silvers aren’t fucking around. By the time your arse touches down in Spain, we should have a location.”

      I fucking hope so. But I can’t help but wonder if Ashton Banks had something to do with Raylee’s previous abduction? Anyone who knows the truth about that set-up is either dead or in on it. My gut churns at the thought.

      “Thanks, Chris.” I end the call and stare at the phone in my hands.

      Shit. I shouldn’t have fucking left her alone. I should have stayed with her or brought her with me. Now I could lose her and our baby. Fuck. My breath catches and it feels as though my chest’s closing in on me.

      I push those thoughts aside. I can’t go there. Not now. Not fucking ever. There’s no other option. I will find Raylee.

      “Mal?” Makenna asks with a frown.

      I take a deep breath and nod, “I’m ready, let’s go.” It’s time to go home and get the woman that I love.
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      The doors to the plane open and I don’t even hesitate, I push up from my seat and make my way to the front of the plane. The eleven hour flight was painful. Watching as my family members sat with the ones they loved. Holding and kissing each other. Fuck. I wanted to tell them all to fuck off but I didn’t. Instead, I let the anger fester, building up with each fucking second that passed, waiting until I’m able to unleash it on the bastards that hurt and took the woman that I love.

      The Spanish heat hits me as soon as I step foot onto the stairs. I suck in a deep breath and inhale the saltiness of the sea air. God, any other time and I’d be fucking over the moon that I was home, but right now, I can’t think about anything other than Raylee.

      Christian steps forward from standing against the car, his stride purposeful as he moves towards me. “Kiro’s found three locations that he thinks could be where they’ve taken Raylee.”

      I blink. That pain that’s been sitting on my chest since I found out she’s gone eases somewhat. “How does he know for sure?”

      Christian nods to my family, “Kiro saw the footage, he went fucking crazy, then he re-watched it and re-watched it until he was able to see it clearly and that was when he realised that the men were Ashton’s guys.”

      “Where is Kiro now?” Da asks, coming to stand beside us.

      “He’s awaiting my call, he’s barely holding it together. He thinks it’ll be best if we split up. If he takes one location, Jake another, and you take the third.”

      I nod, “I’m down with that, do they need men at their backs?”

      “I’ll ask him, the sooner we’re in the cars the sooner we can get to the location…” His eyes flitter between my family members, his lips thinning as he takes in Holly and Melissa. “Having the men splitting up isn’t the best idea, they’re as pissed as we are, they want to be there when you find her.”

      I understand what he’s trying to get at, but still. “They’re family.” There’s an edge to my tone. Right now they’ll need to be protected too.

      However, Christian doesn’t give a fuck. “Yes, and you’re the fucking boss, Malcolm, which makes Raylee your queen. Not to mention she’s carrying your child. That means something to them.” He shakes his head, anger coursing through his body and storms off towards one of the waiting cars.

      “He’s right, Mal,” Da says so that only Danny and I can hear him. “The men are going to be pissed if you sideline them.”

      I sigh, not wanting to deal with this fucking shit. “What the fuck am I supposed to do?”

      “Romero, you, Dante, Makenna, Holly, and Lissa are to drive to Raylee’s villa. We need to ensure that Holly and Lissa are safe,” Da says and Danny winces when he hears his wife’s sharp intake of breath. If there’s one thing that Melissa doesn’t need is anyone to make her safe. She’d quite as easily gut someone as the rest of us would.

      “What Da’s trying to say is… Lis, baby, we need you to make sure that we’re heading to the right place. The rest of you are to protect Holly. We’re not sure what this arsehole is up to and we’d rather be safe than sorry. No more repeats of what happened.”

      Both Romero and Dante nod, neither of them want anything to happen to their wives. Makenna and Melissa scowl at us, but we’re not going to bring them with us, firstly, I would never put my sister-in-law in danger, secondly, Makenna’s pregnant and she shouldn’t be going into a situation like this.

      “Fine,” Melissa huffs. “I know what you’re doing…” She raises her brow at us. “Just bring her home. I want to meet her.”

      I give her a grateful smile and turn on my heel to follow Christian to the SUV. Da and Danny just fall into step behind me, they know how anxious I am.

      “Right,” Da says as soon as we’re all inside the vehicle. “Call Kiro,” he instructs Christian. Right now I’m glad he’s here, the way I’m feeling I wouldn’t give a fuck about anything and go in guns blazing. Da’s strategic in his planning, he’s never lost his head. Not once.

      “Yeah?” Kiro answers after a few rings. “Is he here?” Fuck, he sounds fucking wrecked. I reckon I was the same when I found out about Holly. I’m probably worse now though. I’ve never felt this deep soul-wrenching fear before. Never loved someone the way I do Raylee.

      “I’m here,” I rasp.

      “Good.” The relief is evident in his voice. “I’ve ninety men ready to storm the buildings.”

      “I’ll have about the same,” I reply, give or take a dozen or so.

      “I think we need to do this strategically,” he begins, “I’m making this call a conference call.” Within seconds Jake joins the call. “As I was saying,” Kiro continues. “We do this strategically. A synchronized blitz attack. We hit all the venues hard and fast and at the same time.”

      “Making sure there’s no way that Banks can escape,” I surmise.

      “Exactly. I’m twenty minutes away from my target. Jake’s fifteen. How far out are you?”

      I glance at Christian, “Forty,” he says through clenched teeth, his grip on the steering wheel so tight that his knuckles are white.

      My nostrils flare as I glare at him. “Make it twenty-five.” I’m not waiting a minute fucking longer.

      “What about weapons?” Da questions, his gaze on the windscreen in front. “Do you need any?”

      “No,” Kiro replies, “the cops took a small selection of ours, but not our entire stash. We’ve more than enough to go around. Do you need any? I can have a couple of men meet you with them.”

      It’s Christian that answers. “We’re grand, we’ll call you when we’re in position. Make sure that you're ready and waiting.”

      The call ends and my anger is beating at me to be let loose.

      “Boss,” Christian begins, “I’ve found out what the fuck’s happened with Bryson.”

      I grit my teeth, that motherfucker has been playing us from the beginning. “What?”

      “He’s no longer an issue,” Christian growls. “But before he met his maker, he informed me that he was paid a hell of a lot of money to give you false information. I’ll give you two guesses as to who paid the prick.”

      I glare at him, I’m in no fucking mood to guess. “Ashton Banks,” he snarls.

      Fuck. That prick is so far in this shit that I’m seriously wondering which of those sick cunts were in charge. Ashton or Harry.

      No one says anything. The betrayal stings deep. Now there’ll be no trust until it’s earned. The car fills with silence. That tightening is once again pushing at my chest. Fuck. I need her.

      “How the fuck did this happen?” Danny growls.

      “Not fucking now,” I tell him, once I have her back in my arms I’ll let fucking loose and find out why the hell none of my men were around.

      Twenty minutes later, Christian is pulling into a parking lot across the street from where Kiro thinks she could be. “Call him,” I instruct, anxious to get into the building. Christian’s phone connects to the car’s Bluetooth and we all listen as it begins to ring.

      “Hey,” Kiro says, “putting you on conference.”

      “We’ve got movement,” Da says.

      “Fuck,” Christian snarls as I stare at fucking Ashton Banks. The man doesn’t even glance around at his surroundings before moving towards the building. “If what we’ve guessed is true, then we’re at the right place.”

      “Shit, fuck.” Jake curses. “It’s empty here. The house is derelict. Not a fucking soul in sight.”

      “Same,” Kiro rumbles, “Get in there, Malcolm. Find my sister.”

      I don’t need to be fucking told twice. “I’ll call you.” I nod to Christian and he ends the call. “I’m not hanging around,” I say, knowing what my da’s like, he’ll want it to be planned out. Everything precise. Fuck that. Not happening.

      Danny, who as much as he’d deny it, is the hot head of the family, smirks. “Fuck yes, no warnings. Go in hot and heavy.”

      We all turn to Da who’s scrubbing his hand across his jaw. “Fuck it,” he mutters.

      I smirk. “Get the weapons ready. I want every entrance guarded. I don’t give a fuck who you come across, shoot first and ask questions later.”

      As one, we all exit the car and I hear movement behind me, my men are ready. It’s time to get this done.

      We’re not quiet as we cross to the building, my men spread out, some move to the back of the building, others to the sides, Da and Danny are at my side as the rest of the men gather behind us.

      Each and every single one of us have our guns trained and ready. I raise one hand, three fingers in the air.

      Three.

      I take a slow breath, my mind completely clearing.

      Two.

      I’m ready for battle. This being the biggest battle of my life. I’m not fighting for territory or power. I’m fighting for my woman, the love of my life and our unborn child.

      One.

      I suck in another breath. I will not fail her.

      Go.

      Christian kicks the door in. I don’t have time to watch as it splinters into pieces, three men are on alert on the other side of the door. I don’t even hesitate, my finger pulls at the trigger and the bullet fires from my gun and sinks into the man’s head. Bullseye. The other two go down just as easily, bullets from both Da and Danny hitting their targets.

      Gunshots ring out and I know that the rest of my men have infiltrated the building. I step inside and it’s dark, thankfully with the door splintered I’m able to see the men that are reaching for their weapons. My anger grows with each step I take in this godforsaken place. I keep firing my gun, needing to find Raylee and soon.

      The darkness. It’s her ultimate fear. This place is no doubt feeding into that fear. I’m worried about her. She panics when she wakes in the darkness, what the fuck is she going to be like being stuck in this fucking place for almost twenty-four hours?

      The arseholes that are scattered around this building are easily overpowered. Most of them dead, those that aren’t, will be soon enough. So far there’s no sign of Ashton or Raylee and I have a feeling that when I find one, I’m going to find the other.

      I push forwards moving further into the building when I notice a staircase that leads down into a basement. My feet take me there before I can even think. As I descend the stairs, I hear raised voices and I turn behind me and press my finger to my lips telling Da, Danny, and Christian to be silent.

      “You’re a fucking cunt, Ashton,” I hear the pained snarl. It’s a voice that I know. One that belongs to Harry Silver. “What do you want?”

      I keep moving forwards, the darkness growing with each step I take. Not a fucking slither of light down here.

      “I wanted the business, I wanted it all. You thought you were king, but you knew nothing,” Ashton shouts. “I helped build it. I was the one that got the women. You didn’t even want them. You thought it was sick. You soon changed your mind when the money started to roll in.”

      “You were my partner, Ash, everything I had, you also had.”

      “Except the respect,” Ashton fires back. “Everyone’s scared of the big, bad Harry Silver. The man that’ll take your daughters and slit your throats. Not one motherfucker ever said my name in fear.”

      “So what, you kidnap my kids, put the others in prison? For what? The organization is ruined.”

      Ashton releases a bitter laugh. “Your organization is ruined. Mine, however, isn’t. While you were so focused on your family, trying to make sure that they stayed away from the trafficking side of the business, I was making moves.”

      I hear a sharp intake of breath just as I round the corner. “You fucking bastard. How long have you been in bed with the Henderson’s?”

      Aston laughs and I peer into the room, thankfully, I’m able to see as Ashton brought a fucking gas lamp with him. Ashton’s standing with his back to me, his focus on Harry Silver who’s pressed up against the wall, his entire face bloodied and swollen. My gaze moves further around the room, when I notice Bentley on his side, his gaze not on his father or Ashton, but on something above him.

      “Fuck me,” Da whispers as my blood runs cold.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Christian mutters.

      My woman is currently hung from the ceiling, her bare feet at least six inches from the ground, her head bowed and she’s not moving. Her body is so fucking still.

      I can’t breathe. I slump into the wall, my legs threatening to buckle beneath me. Red, hot rage consumes me and before I’m able to march into the room, arms clamp around me.

      “Deep breath and focus,” Da says quietly. “Listen, Mal, she’s alive. Focus on Bentley. Watch him.”

      His words penetrate the fog and I turn my gaze back to the battered Bentley, his eyes focused on his sister. His lips moving and my heart stutters when I see it, movement. Ever so fucking slightly. Raylee’s foot twitches. Bentley notices it too, his entire body seems to deflate before my eyes.

      “You had Raylee taken when she was fourteen,” Harry growls. “Why?”

      Ashton merely shrugs, “It was nothing personal, she was a means to an end. That’s always been your problem, Harry, you’ve always had a soft spot for the girl.”

      “She’s my fucking daughter, you bastard. She was off limits to everyone.” Harry shakes his head in disgust. This is rich coming from him. “That’s why Mayer hated you, why he turned snitch.”

      Fuck, they know about that.

      “He turned against me after that. He knew it was me who ordered for her to be taken. He knew that I was after the business and he did everything he could to stop me. Even at such a young age, he was always so fucking wise.” Ashton growls. “I showed him.” The fucker cackles. “I knew what he was doing from the get-go.”

      “Sienna,” Harry barks. “I saw you fucking her. She wasn’t as young as she pretended to be. She was yours and you sent her to play your son.”

      Once again the fucker laughs. “Look who’s finally catching up. Yes, Sienna was mine, had been since she was thirteen. I knew she was loyal to me and she’d do whatever I asked. Once she turned sixteen I set her on Mayer, needing her to get close to him. I no longer trusted him.”

      Jesus. That fucking bitch. She led Mayer to his death.

      “So why the fuck did you kill her?” Harry questions. “She was your way of getting information from Mayer, why the fuck did you kill her?”

      “She became useless, she pushed Mayer too far, he no longer confided in her. He ended up hating her. So she had to go, then I found out that she was fucking that Irish prick and decided to send that bastard a message. So instead of burying the bitch, I gave her to him as a present.”

      Harry grunts as he moves. “You stupid prick, Ashton. That’s why the Irish bastard wanted revenge. Fuck sake. This is why you’re not the boss. You have no fucking brain cells.”

      “I managed to get Mayer out of the way,” he fires back, “Yeah, I put the word out that you killed Sofia Morales, and I knew what those brothers were like. An eye for an eye. They’d do exactly what I did to their sister. So I made sure that they knew where Raylee and Mayer would be that night. I knew that they’d take them both out. Killing two birds with one stone.”

      Harry pushes to his feet. “You tried to kill my daughter?” His voice is lethal, like a whip. “You’re the one that put a hit on her, the reason that she was shot at when she was at Malcolm Gallagher’s club.”

      “Of course, oh, how fucking stupid that bitch is. Falling for the Irish prick. Don’t worry, Harry, I’ll make sure she’ll see the error of her ways before she dies.”

      “You’re not going to touch her,” Harry snarls. I’ve no idea how the fucker’s done it, but he’s standing and looking ready for a fight.

      “You can watch, I’ve always wanted her, she’s fucking pretty. I’ll finally have her.”

      Harry launches himself at Ashton and the two bastards start to fight. I ignore them and run into the room, my eyes glued to my woman hanging to the ceiling on a fucking hook. “Mo stór,” I whisper as soon as I reach her, Danny’s reaching for the hook as I take her weight. “Baby, look at me,” I demand.

      She lifts her head and rage pulses through me as I take in her beautiful, bloodied face. Her nose is broken, her eyes are bloodshot, she’s got a fucking bruise on her temple. Fucking bastards, I’m going to kill them. “You’re here,” she whispers, tears shining in her eyes. She pushes her face into my chest and I feel her tears leaking into my shirt, soaking through the material.

      “I’ve got you, mo stór,” I promise her and lift her into my arms once Danny has managed to unbind her.

      “Love you,” she sobs, her limbs tightening around me. “I’m sorry,” she whispers.

      “Not your fault, baby.”

      A gunshot rings out and Raylee’s body flinches against mine.

      “Back the fuck up,” Ashton snarls and I twist my head to see that he has his gun pointed at Da and Christian.

      I gently ease Raylee to the ground beside Bentley and as soon as I do, he pulls her into his body, shielding her. Once I know that she’s safe in her brother’s arms I move. Ashton’s so focused on my da in front of him that he doesn’t even realise the danger that lurks behind him.

      My fingers grip his neck, there’s no way that I’m going to let this bastard live. If I do, he’ll not stop until he gets his wish and that’s Raylee dead. No one hurts my woman and lives to tell the tale. He starts to struggle for breath as I move so that I’m standing in front of him. His face red and puffy as he pulls at my hands, trying to make me loosen my hold.

      I release him and the fucker drops to his knees. Without a second thought, my hand reaches into my pocket, my fingers curling around the knife that I have sheathed in there. I don’t hesitate, I swipe the knife out and slice through his throat. His mouth opens and he gurgles as blood spills between his lips and down from his neck. The life leaves his eyes within seconds.

      I’ve killed countless people, none have been more satisfying as killing that bastard. He deserved it. Earned his death for what he’s done to Raylee.

      “It’s over,” Da says, moving towards Raylee. “Is he alive?” he questions, his head nodding in the direction of Harry who’s lying on his front, head down and unmoving. A pool of blood seeping out beneath him.

      If he’s alive, he’s barely hanging on. I don’t have much hope for him. I also couldn’t give a fuck. He doesn’t get to live. If he went to prison, I’d have made sure the bastard was shanked within a week.

      Christian kneels beside the arsehole, his fingers at his pulse and with a shake of his head he lets us know that he didn’t survive the gunshot that Ashton inflicted on him.

      I blow out a breath. Every fucker who’s part of this organization has been neutralised in one way or another. Anyone that’s been overlooked will be found and dealt with.

      I look to Raylee, she’s pale as she leans heavily against her brother. Her eyes on me and she’s got a small smile on her lips as she presses her hand against the bump that has our baby in it.

      “Let’s get you to the hospital,” I tell her, thankful that my tone is even and I’m able to breathe easier.

      She nods, “And Bentley.”

      “Yeah, baby, and Bentley.”

      She’s safe that’s all that I give a fuck about. Never again am I going to let her out of my sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            29

          

          

      

    

    







            Raylee

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck?” Mal grouses as he steps in front of me. “You’re supposed to be in bed.

      I raise my head so that I’m looking at him. “I’m sorry, since when did the doctor tell me I was to spend all my time in bed?” I question him. These past two days have been exhausting. Mal’s finding it hard to leave me alone, hating to have me out of his sight for more than thirty seconds.

      “Raylee—” His accent heavier whenever he’s annoyed or angry. “You’re recovering.”

      “The doctors told you I’m fine, the baby’s fine. My face will heal. Mal, you’ve got to ease up.” My voice is brimming with emotion. If he continues with this overprotectiveness, he’s going to drive me insane.

      “You’re not fucking fine,” he growls. “Your face is riddled with bruises, your nose is broken and you’re not fucking sleeping.”

      That’s all true. Every time I close my eyes, all I see is the darkness, and the panic seeps in.

      “I know, but you’ve got to ease up on me. I can’t lie in bed, I need some freedom.”

      His eyes glow with worry. “You want to go somewhere, I’ll take you. You want something, I’ll get it.”

      My heart melts at his words. “I love you,” I tell him, my throat closing. “I love you so much, Mal.”

      He sighs, “I’ll ease up, but you do not leave this house without me.”

      “I promise.” I pucker up my lips, wanting a kiss and knowing that if I rose to my feet to get one he’d lose his mind, again. He smiles, his eyes crinkling in the corners. God, I love this man. He leans down and kisses my lips softly.

      “Be good,” I tell him with a smirk. His family is still here and while I’m glad, they can be a bit much. Holly is sweet, Makenna and Melissa are both badarses and I love that, but damn, they’re all so damn nosey.

      He pulls away, shaking his head. “Yell if you need me,” he says and walks towards the kitchen, where his dad’s sitting at the table with a cup of coffee.

      The past two days have been filled with revelation after revelation. My dad died while we were in that basement and while it hurts that I’ll never see him again, I can’t say that I’m not relieved. He’ll never hurt anyone again. But as soon as those thoughts enter my mind, guilt eats at me. He’s my father. I shouldn’t be glad that he’s dead.

      Kiro’s rise to power was easy, he’s taken over from not only Dad, but also from Ashton. He’s clarified that things are about to change. No women will be made to be prostitutes against their wills and no one is going to be trafficked. That business was shut down. Kiro, Jake, Malcolm, Denis, Danny, Dante, and Romero, along with their men, made a statement. They took out everyone who was involved from the ground to the top. No one made it out alive.

      Kiro and Malcolm came to a truce. Mal’s reassured that all of my brothers are clean; he's happy to do business with them. I know that he’s only doing that for me. I adore my brothers and want them in my life. Having Malcolm call a truce means the world to me and makes me love him even more.

      I have not seen Mum since everything came out about Dad and Ashton. She feels guilty and we’re all mad at her. What she went through is beyond comprehensible, and I hate that they have held her in a life she never wanted to be in for such a long time. But she had the strength to go to the police. She should have told us, we would have helped her. Instead, we went through hell and then she vanished without a word.

      The sofa dips beside me, and I turn to see Lissa sitting down beside me. “Are you doing okay?” she asks quietly.

      “Yeah, I’m just glad to be out of the bed.”

      She laughs, “Yeah, I bet. These men are intense, but they mean well.” I giggle. She can say that again. “This family is…” She lets her words drift off. “They can be too much, they’re in your face and in your business constantly. It’s hard being an outsider trying to fit in. But once you’re in, Ray-Ray, you’re in.”

      “I’m not used to it. I’m not really that social. I love my brothers and they love me. I’m super close to Bentley. But this…” I shake my head. “It’s amazing to watch, but sometimes it’s chaotic.”

      She laughs. “That is one way of putting it. I adore Holly and Makenna, but that family is so close, sometimes we need a breather. We’re lucky, our men, they’re all about us, they know when we’re uncomfortable and when we’ve had enough. Trust Mal, he’ll make sure you’re not overwhelmed.”

      “Is everyone in your family a badarse?” Each of them has their strengths, they all appear as though they’d kill you without a second thought.

      Melissa’s eyes crinkle before she throws her head back and laughs, her body shaking. “Yes. To answer that honestly, yes, they are. The men are protective of us, even though we don’t need them to be, and the women.” She grins widely. “We’ll happily slit your throat if you mess with us. Well Holly wouldn’t, but she could if she needed to. I’m sure you could too.”

      I don’t think so. “I’m more of a lover than a fighter. I’ll do whatever I can without actually getting bloody. I have a mean streak a mile long and my temper flares quicker than you can say bitch. But killing someone is different.”

      Her eyes soften. “I’m like you, and as Danny likes to repeatedly point out, I don’t like many people. But you’re not afraid of us, you look at us like we’re normal people, not monsters.”

      My heart hurts for her. Malcolm told me a bit about her life before she married Danny. Her family are arsholes, her step-mum and sisters made it known that they didn’t want her in their family. She was alone, as her mum was a drug addict who let her partner rape Melissa. “You do what you have to do, Lis, that doesn’t make you a monster.”

      “Just like you did,” she says softly. “Going to the cops even though you knew it could get you killed was a ballsy move.”

      “A stupid move,” Makenna says as she comes to take a seat opposite us.

      I’m not one hundred percent sure about the beautiful blonde, she’s dangerous. That’s clear to see. She radiates power and exudes sexuality. She’s the ultimate package. Not to mention she’s the Boss.

      I raise a brow at her, the snide comment rubbing me the wrong way. “I’m sorry?” I ask, my tone less than pleasant.

      Her lips thin as her eyes narrow in on me. “I said it was a stupid move. Not only could you have gotten yourself killed, you could have had Malcolm killed,” she replies, her tone’s taken a harder bite to it. “He deserves better.”

      I hold up a hand. “Whoa,” I sneer, and her brows snap together. I point out a finger, my temper rising. “First, Malcolm and I weren’t together when I went to the cops. Your nephew is a fucking big boy, Makenna, and no one told him to stay with me. That was his decision. You have a problem with that, that’s your problem not mine.” I hold up two fingers. “Second, my father is a piece of shit. He needed to be stopped, and I’d have preferred it without bloodshed.” I give her a pointed look as I hold up three fingers. “And finally, my father didn’t deserve to have a quick and easy death. Going to the cops meant that he’d be sent to prison. A place where there would be family members of the women he hurt and killed. Do you know what they do to rapists in prison, Makenna?” I ask, my tone still not letting up. I’m pissed. I mean, how dare she?

      She stares at me, unblinking.

      “They would have done to him what he did to the women. But more importantly, they wouldn’t have killed him. They’d have prolonged his agony, his torture. By the time they were finished with him, he’d have been begging for death, he’d be a shell of the man he was and he’d realise that he wasn’t the great prick he believed himself to be. So, while my way didn’t have bloodshed, it would have been a hell of a lot better than slitting his throat.”

      “Finished?” she questions, raising a brow, a haughty look to her.

      “No, what happens between Malcolm and I, is our business. I don’t care if you don’t like it. Again, that’s your problem. As for him deserving better, you're right. He deserves better than having his family questioning his choices as though he’s a fucking child.” I let my words settle in. “Now, are we finished?”

      Melissa giggles beside me and I turn to look at her, she’s not hiding her amusement in the slightest. Movement catches my eye and I turn to face Holly, who’s standing in the kitchen, rocking Annalise in her arms, a wide smile on her face. I move my gaze to Denis, he’s grinning widely at me, a proud look on his face. Danny winks at me, he too is smiling at me. But my breath catches when I see the possessive look on Malcolm’s face. His eyes filled with promise, and it takes everything in me not to squirm.

      “You’re right,” Makenna says and I turn back to face her. She’s not looking at me, her gaze on Melissa. “She’s going to fit into this family perfectly.”

      Lis leans in closer to me. “Well done, you passed the test.”

      I roll my eyes. God, Malcolm warned me about this. I thought he was joking, but obviously not.

      “When are you due?” I ask Makenna to change the subject.

      She smiles at me. This time it’s warm and inviting. I guess passing the test means she’s no longer on guard around me.

      “In about four months.” She glances down at my stomach, “What about you?”

      “I’m only thirteen weeks,” I reply, my hand resting on my stomach. I hadn’t realised that Malcolm had told anyone other than his father.

      “I kind of blurted it out,” Lis explains, almost as if she senses my unasked question. I watch as Holly joins Makenna on the opposite sofa. “When the fucker came up behind you, you made the same move you just did. You placed your hand on your stomach. I’m sorry, I didn’t realise that you weren’t telling people.”

      “It’s not that we weren’t telling you. I just wanted to wait. There was just so much stress and I wanted to wait.” I try to explain, not wanting them to be hurt by our decision to not say anything.

      Melissa bumps her shoulder against mine. “Hey, don’t worry, it’s fine. Hell, I didn’t tell Danny I was pregnant until I was five months.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” Danny fires back, and I realise that the men have joined us in the living area. “I saw the bump.”

      She waves her hand in the air, “Eh, semantics.”

      Malcolm sits on the edge of the sofa, his arm curling around my shoulders, his lips at my ear. “They love you, mo stór,” he whispers and I shiver as goosebumps cover my body.

      I nod against him. I’m glad they do. I really like them and I’m happy that we get along. I was worried. I didn’t want to dislike them or have them hate me. That would make things awkward for Mal.

      “I’m hungry,” Danny pipes up and Melissa groans. He stares at her, his eyes narrowed. “What?”

      She shakes her head. “You’re always hungry.”

      “We’ll order a pizza,” Mal interrupts, before an argument breaks out.

      My phone rings and I realise I left it in my bedroom. I rise to my feet, Mal’s hands on my waist to steady me. “I’m okay,” I assure him, and press a chaste kiss to his lips.

      “Want me to wait, or shall I order the pizza?” he questions as I walk towards the bedroom.

      “Order, I shouldn’t be too long,” I reply, hoping that whoever’s calling doesn’t have bad news. I’m not sure I can deal with anything bad right now.

      Looking at the screen I see Bentley’s name. Frowning, I answer it. “Hey, Bent, everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine. I’ve just had an hour long phone call with those agents that were with Mum,” he tells me. “She’s fine, she’s gone back to Gran Canaria, she’s gone to see her parents and sister.”

      My gut clenches. “So what, she’s forgetting about us?”

      He sighs, “I’ve no bloody idea, Ray-Ray. But they told me something that answered something that was bugging the hell out of me.”

      “Oh, and what’s that?”

      “The agents found the Henderson brothers' right-hand man, Grant. That fucker is currently looking at doing a long stretch at her majesty’s pleasure.”

      “What’s he going to prison for?”

      Bent chuckles, “Yeah, so his criminal espionage didn’t end when the Henderson brothers lost their lives. He’s turned into a part-time thug, he’s looking at doing at least ten years for the shit he’s done. But the agents got a hold of him and offered a plea deal.”

      Dread hits the pit of my stomach.

      “George Henderson hired Dad and Ashton when they were only sixteen years old. They worked a lot of shit that neither wanted too, but the money was good and they were so far inside of the organization that the only way out was in a body bag.” Bentley tells me, his voice hard and filled with rage.

      I understand the anger. We’re still coming to terms with what our father was. It hurts knowing that a man we once loved and respected could be such a fucking monster.

      “One of the jobs that Dad and Ashton had to do was locate vulnerable young women who would either be trafficked or whored out. From what Grant says, Dad hated it. Fucking despised doing that shit and made it known.” Bentley continues, his words laced with disgust.

      None of this makes any sense to me. “What changed his mind?”

      “That would be the money. See, Dad and Ashton were so good at recruiting that the Hendersons knew unless they made them partners, Dad and Ashton would venture out on their own and take the Hendersons down.”

      Money. God, the necessary evil. It changes people. I hate that Dad was so fucking weak that he changed his stance and beliefs just to live a lavish lifestyle.

      “He then took to Spain to recruit new women, that’s where he saw Mum and took her. Fucking bastard,” he spits. “The man was a monster, Ray-Ray. I for one am glad that the business he built with Ashton and the Hendersons is now in fucking ashes.”

      “I am too,” I reply softly. “I’m proud of you and the boys. You could have easily gone where the money was like Dad did, but you didn’t. Instead, you’ve taken measures to stop it happening.”

      “Ray-Ray,” he whispers, his voice filled with emotion.

      “Thank you for telling me, you’re right it answered some questions that I had. Next week, we’ll all go out for dinner.” It’s time to rebuild our family. “Have you told the boys about the baby?”

      He chuckles. “Nope, I thought I’d leave that to you. Sneaky by the way, getting them all softened up with dinner and then dropping that little bomb on them.”

      I giggle. “I’m hoping it’ll ease their anger. Anyway, I’m going to go. Mal’s family’s here and I don’t want to be rude. I love you, Bent, talk to you soon.”

      “Love you too, Ray-Ray.”

      I hit the screen to end the call and look up to see Mal standing in the doorway. His gaze focused on me, the worry shining brightly in his blue eyes. “Everything okay?” he questions as he pulls me into his arms.

      I tell him everything that Bentley told me. “I’m just glad that I know now.”

      “I fucking hate your parents, mo stór, they’re selfish bastards.”

      I sigh as I snuggle in closer to him. He’s right they are, but, Mum needs the time to recover from the trauma that she’s been living through for the past twenty-odd years.

      “I hope she finds peace,” I tell him. My heart hurts for her, but also it’s filled with pain. She’s abandoned us when we need her the most.

      “Have you?” he asks as he gazes down at me.

      I bite my lip. How do I say this without sounding corny as hell? Ugh, fuck it. “I did, when you came back.”

      He closes his eyes and rests his forehead against mine. His nose brushing along my cheek. “I fucking love you, mo stór.”

      His arms tighten around me, and I press my cheek against his chest. I’m right where I belong, in his arms, safe and loved.

      There’s no place in this world better than here with him.

      Our relationship may have started out filled with hatred, but sometimes there’s a very thin line between love and hate and Mal and I straddled that line for a while. Now, we’re right where we want to be. Together.
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

        Thanks for reading!
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Malcolm

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Year Later

      

      

      

      The baby monitor sounds as Mayer begins to wail. Raylee releases a heavy sigh as she throws the sheets off her body, her feet swinging out of the bed. I feign sleep, needing her to be the one to see to our six-month-old son

      I’ve never felt as nervous as I do at this moment. I’ve waited for this day for a long time. My heart feels as though it’s about to beat out of my chest with each minute that passes. Then I hear the sharp intake of breath over the baby monitor. “Oh, baby boy,” she whispers, her voice filled with awe. “What has your father done? Huh?”

      She begins to hum to him as she does whenever she changes his nappy or feeds him. Seeing Raylee with Mayer, it makes me fall even further in love with her. She’s everything that my ma wasn’t.

      The past year has been crazy. I met my biological father. Jerry Houlihan is a decent man, but he’s not my father. I know that it pains him to know this, but I can’t help that. Denis Gallagher will always be my da. Always. Nothing or no one is ever going to change that.

      Not only have I met Jer, my entire family has also. They all got along, although Ma didn’t help. Da’s woman, Callie, is my cousin—Jer’s niece. So Ma picked the wrong woman to fuck with. Lucky for us, her shit ended and she’s not able to project her shit onto any of us again. I’m glad that Da’s got her out of his life. She fucked with him for a long time without any repercussions. She should have realised that there was only so much you can push someone before they snap and paying some thug to beat the fuck out of Callie was the tipping point for Da.

      Since that fucking day, my men are not to leave Raylee’s side. Once she was discharged from the hospital I spoke to my men. The fucking idiot was on a fucking piss break. They had decided that as she was in my penthouse that she was safe with only one guard. I wanted to kill each and every single one of them for their incompetence. But, they were wrecked knowing that their mistake could have cost Raylee her life and for that alone, I let them live. Since then, they’re extremely protective of her and Mayer. She’s not allowed to be alone. She’s to have four men on her at all times. She doesn’t complain, she knows that we all need the peace of mind.

      The humming ends and I look to the door and my fucking world stops as it does every time I see the woman I love carrying our son in her arms with a bright fucking smile. “Mal,” she whispers moving towards me.

      “You didn’t answer,” I say. Dying for her to fucking answer.

      She glances down at our son, who’s wearing a onesie that says ‘Will you marry daddy?’ on it.

      Her watery eyes turn to me. “Like you even have to ask,” she rasps. “I’ll marry you in a heartbeat.” She climbs up onto the bed and swings her leg over so that she’s straddling me. “This is the sweetest thing ever.”

      I grin at her. “Mo stór, do not cry,” I warn her. Her tears are something that I can’t deal with.

      “I love you so much, Mal,” she whispers, her lips meshing together as she tries to fight the tears.

      I knife up, my arm locking around her body and I reach into the drawer beside the bed for the ring that’s been hiding in my pocket for the past four months. I don’t say a word to her as I slide it onto her finger, passing her knuckle until it settles at the base of her finger.

      Her breath hitches and she face plants into my chest, but thankfully she manages to keep the tears at bay.

      I shake my head and reach for my son. The boy is a bruiser, he’s stocky and a bawler. He came two weeks overdue weighing almost ten pounds. Holly calls him her little chunky monkey.

      Once Raylee manages to get herself under control, she looks up at me. “How is everyone?” she questions, her eyes shining brightly with love and unshed tears.

      We’ve had five babies born into the family in the past year. Makenna and Dante also had a boy, they named him Seamus. Danny and Melissa had another girl, and just like when Annalise was born, Da was the one to name her. Hannah-Marie. Then to shock us all, Da and Callie surprised us all when they announced that they were having twins, she gave birth to a boy and a girl. Making Da the happiest I’ve ever seen him. Fíadh and Tadgh are spoilt worse than any of the other children in the family.

      But the main thing is, everyone is happy and that’s something that none of us predicted this time last year.

      “They’re grand, mo stór,” I promise her. It’s one of the many things I love about my fiancée. She’s got a huge fucking heart and cares a lot about my family. Both Danny and I were surprised to see that Melissa, Raylee, and Callie get along. So much so that each month, the women have a get together.

      She gives me a weird look, and I tense. “Fuck, who’s pregnant now?” It’s become like a fucking game. Our men are betting on who’s getting pregnant next. The Italian’s believe that it’ll be Holly or Makenna while the Irish have their money on Melissa. Christian the prick, has bet that it would be Raylee.

      She bites her lip and glances down at Mayer in my arms, then back to me, her gaze scanning my face. “Christian will be happy.”

      My heart stops, “You’re pregnant?”

      She nods, her lips curving into the biggest smile that I have ever seen. “We’re having another baby.”

      I close my eyes. Heat spreads throughout my chest. God. So much fucking happiness. I never thought this could happen. Yet, as each day passes, Raylee makes me realise just how lucky I am.

      “I love you,” I tell her, my gaze dropping to her lips and her breath hitches again.

      “We can’t,” she whines. “Mayer’s still awake.”

      I look at my boy and see his eyes drooping, this time in the morning he’ll drink his bottle and then fall back to sleep for an hour or two.

      My dick is rock hard and I thrust up against her, the sheets blocking my access to her pussy. “Baby—” The heat in my words has her swallowing hard. “He’ll be fine.”

      She nods and lifts up from me, taking our son from my arms, rocking him as she hums him a song. I watch her arse sway as she walks out of our room.

      My phone buzzes and I reach for it and see that Kiro’s sent me a message. I don’t bother looking at it, I’ll deal with business later.

      In the past year, both Raylee’s and my families have grown extremely close. The Silver brothers have turned their business around and while they’re still into illegal shit, they’re not arsehole’s about it and have almost tripled the revenue their father had and that was including that bastard’s dirtier business. The Silver boys are now the biggest gun runners in Europe. Makenna and Dante use them to ship guns and drugs to the US. It’s a fucking profitable business.

      Raylee’s mum has been in contact with Raylee a handful of times; I’m not happy about it, but I don’t say anything. Thankfully, Antonella has stayed in Gran Canaria and hasn't been back to mainland Spain. I don’t trust her, while I don’t believe she was involved in Harry Silver’s business, she knew enough of it to stop her daughter from getting hurt and did nothing about it. She’s also hurt her daughter a hell of a lot in the past year by being absent and that’s not something I’m willing to forgive.

      I hear the door click softly shut and my dick hardens further as Raylee saunters into the room. Fuck, she’s even more gorgeous than when I first saw her. She still wears red a lot and that’s something I fucking encourage, my woman is beautiful and red suits her.

      “Come here, baby,” I tell her and she smiles sweetly at me. She shakes her head and I watch as her luscious hair moves.

      “I love you,” she tells me as she stops just inches away from the bed. “I’m a lucky girl,” she swallows hard, her throat constricting. “Without you…” She shakes her head once again. “You make me happy, Malcolm, and I love you so much.”

      Fuck me.

      “Mo stór.” My voice is hoarse.

      “I love you,” she repeats, her eyes watery as she places her hand against her stomach where our baby is resting.

      I close my eyes, the emotions crawling up my throat. I open my eyes and look at her. God, I fucking love this woman. “I love you too, mo stór, now come here.”

      She smiles so brightly at me that I’m surprised I’m not blind.

      I brace myself as she jumps onto the bed, her lips pressing against mine.

      Fuck yes, this woman is everything.

      My phone rings and I ignore it as I focus on my woman. It rings twice more before I can’t take it anymore

      “This had better be fucking important,” I snap as I answer it.

      Da’s chuckle pisses me off, “Get your arse on the next plane to New York. Finn’s in trouble.”

      My body locks, “What?” I hiss.

      “The stupid arsehole has kidnapped Destiny Carter.”

      What the actual fuck? Destiny is barely eighteen. What the hell is he playing at? Since Granda died, my uncle Finn hasn’t been the same. He’s been distant, cold, and like a fucking bear. A nightmare to deal with.

      “We’ll be on the first flight out.” I end the call and look at my fiancée. “We gotta go, baby.”

      She pouts. Fuck it, what’s thirty minutes more?

      It’s time to show my woman just how much she means to me.
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        Continue the Made Series in book four,

        Shattered Union.
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      Where do your loyalties lie?

      

      Locke Russo has one last job and then he’ll gain his freedom.

      He’s been working for the mafia since he was eighteen, paying off a debt. It’s not the life he would have chosen for himself, but he didn’t exactly have a choice.

      

      He’s been tasked with tracking down the mafia boss’s mistress after she stole from him and then skipped town. All he has to do is bring her back to New York and his debt will be paid; he’ll be free to do what he wants with his life.

      

      Then he steps into the apartment and instead of a thieving mistress, he finds an angel.

      

      Keyera Barclave is not the girl Locke is looking for.

      She just got to town and moved into her new apartment. When a situation back in New York traps them both in her apartment, she’s given time. Time to prove she’s not the girl he wants. Time to fall for the lonely mafia enforcer.

      

      When their time is up, will Locke believe that he had the wrong girl? Or will he turn his fallen angel over to his boss and finally be free of that life?

      

      She isn’t the girl he’s looking for…but she just might be who he needs.
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      Locke

      

      My phone buzzes in the cup holder of my car and I grab it, not bothering to check the caller ID before hitting accept. There aren’t many people who call me and I know whoever it is, they’re only calling about a job. I have a feeling this is going to be my contact calling and I hope he has an address for me. I can’t wait to get this latest job over with.

      “Yeah,” I answer the phone, looking around the mostly deserted streets of Pittsburgh.

      It’s getting late so most of the shops are closed, their lights turning off one by one. The occasional drunk guy or couple stumbles by, but I’m not worried about them noticing me parked here. The windows are tinted anyway, so they’d have a hard time seeing inside.

      “I got the address that you wanted,” comes the nasally voice of Pete Liviano. He’s a painfully thin man that frequents the poker games back in New York. He is a coward and a snitch, not someone that I would usually do a job with since he can’t be trusted, but he’s terrified of me so I know that he’ll keep his mouth shut and get me whatever I need.

      “What is it?”

      He rattles off the address and I end the call, pulling up the map. The apartment is only two blocks over, so I pull out of the parking lot and head that way. I park in the alley next to the apartment building, doing my best to scope out the place before I go in.

      I like doing my work in the dark. Too bad for me, the sign across the street seems to light up half the goddamn block. I glare at the neon pink Eye Candy Ink sign. Of course my target just had to live across from the most obnoxious store on the block. I mean, Eye Candy Ink? What a stupid name.

      If I go up the fire escape, I could get away without being seen on the streets, but then you run the risk of going into the wrong apartment or someone seeing you on the stairs. It’s harder to get away, too, but in this case, I’ll have to make an exception.

      I’m about to climb out of the car when a lone figure hurries past the alley. I catch a glimpse of her face and my heart stops.

      She’s a goddess.

      She’s slim with long legs that I can’t help but imagine wrapped around my waist as I drive into her. God, I can’t remember the last time I had such a dirty thought about a woman, let alone slept with one, but my dick twitches in my jeans, making me bite back a groan.

      The woman’s blonde hair is a halo around her angelic face, blowing gently in the breeze. A long strand cuts across her lips and I have the urge to tuck it behind her ear so I can brush a kiss there. I mean, what the hell? First I want to fuck her and now I want to give her sweet kisses?

      She glances my way, her big blue eyes meeting mine for just a second. Maybe she can sense my predatory gaze or maybe she can feel the same pull between us that I can. For just one second, our eyes meet and my cold heart starts to beat once more.

      My chest grows tight and my breath seems to be caught somewhere in my throat. I can’t move. Those clear blue eyes pierce me through and through, making me feel oddly vulnerable.

      The moment is broken as she steps out of my sight. My heart lurches and jerks in my chest like it's trying to escape and follow the goddess. I want to get out of the car and head after her as well, but then I remember why I'm here. I need to finish this job.

      Kidnapping the runaway mistress of the mob boss I work for and bringing her and the money she stole back to New York is the last thing I have to do for the family. After this, I'm leaving this life. I'm going to disappear and live a quiet, solitary existence somewhere remote where no one knows my name.

      After two decades of clawing my way up from nothing, to securing a place in the Gambino family as a trusted enforcer, I’m ready to retire. My debt will be paid and I’ll have my freedom. Thirty years old and finally starting to live life on my own terms. Better late than never, I suppose.

      A light clicks on above me and I know my target is home. Now I just need to wait until she falls asleep. Then I can sneak in, drug and bind her, and get back on the road. I could be back in New York tomorrow morning and on my way to my new life by tomorrow night.

      I’m not sure exactly what I want to do, and that feels like a breath of fresh air. No more assignments, no more jetting around the country whenever my phone rings. Just me and whatever the fuck I want to do.

      I weigh my options between a tropical destination or a remote cabin in the woods while I wait for my target to fall asleep. It takes another hour for my target to finally go to bed and for the Eye Candy Ink light across the street to finally be turned off, leaving me in the dark. I wait another half an hour just to be safe before I climb out of the car and head over to the fire escape.

      I climb up slowly, taking care not to make a sound on the metal rungs. The mistress lives on the top floor and I stop outside the window, looking in to make sure I have the right apartment. No pictures are hanging on the wall, no keepsakes or personal touches anywhere. Exactly the apartment I would expect to find from someone on the run or hiding.

      I use my knife to pick the lock, prying the window open and slipping inside. The light on the microwave is on and I use that to see as I move stealthily down the hallway toward the bedroom.

      It’s only a one bedroom apartment; small, but tidy. The bedroom door is open and I peek around the edge to see a body under the covers on the bed. There’s a nightlight plugged in across from the bed and I push the door open wider, slipping inside as I pull the syringe out of my coat pocket. I move around the other side of the bed, sticking to the shadows.

      I grab the zip ties out of my other pocket as I stop beside the bed and look down at the sleeping figure. My heart starts to race when I get a look at who is lying in bed.

      My angel.

      She’s the mistress?

      My boss never told me what she looked like or showed me a picture. He’s being extra secretive about this target since he promised his wife he was done with all of his other women. I was just told a name and to find her.

      But could this girl really be her? She doesn’t look or seem like the type to rob someone or be a mistress for a mob boss. Usually, those women are a little harder, they have more of an edge to them that this woman is sorely lacking.

      I don’t know how I know that about her, but it’s true all the same. My gaze travels down her body and then back up to her face. I study her delicate cheekbones, the few freckles splashed across her nose, and her light blonde eyelashes fluttering against those rosy cheeks.

      She looks...precious. I don’t think I’ve ever used that word to describe someone. Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever used that word before, period. Her skin is porcelain, smooth, and delicate. I want to sink my teeth into her flesh and make her wear my mark.

      Jesus Christ, get it together!

      This woman, angel or not, is in this apartment. I have good intel, even if I hate the prick who gave it to me. Plus, who am I to question Mario Gambino, the feared and respected head of the family? This is my last job; no time to be making waves. Get in, get the girl, get out. That’s the plan.

      Besides, I’ve been lurking in the shadows, working off my debt for the family long enough to know looks can be deceiving. The women who come and go around mafia men are often manipulative, always looking for an angle to play, some sort of agenda to press. She’s probably no different.

      My mind flashes to an old acquaintance, Rocco. He’s another enforcer, though he works for the Moscatelli family over in Chicago. He found himself a wife and even has a kid, from what I hear. In fact, everyone who works for the Moscatelli’s seems to have found love, including the boss himself, Matteo.

      Alright, so fine, not every woman is deceptive, but this one sure is. She has to be. How else would she get herself in this position?

      Focus. She’s not yours, Locke. She never will be. Put the attraction aside and get this job over with.

      I step closer and when she still doesn’t wake, I set the syringe on the bed and get the zip ties ready. No use drugging her if I can shut her up and get her bound without it. Despite being the coldhearted bastard Mario made me, I still don’t like the thought of hurting or drugging a woman, especially this one.

      I lean down closer to her and barely resist the urge to bury my face in her hair and breathe in her sweet, tangerine scent. The woman sighs and snuggles deeper into her pillow. A picture of curling up behind her and pulling her lithe little body against my much bigger one flashes across my mind, but I shut that shit down immediately.

      Angry with myself for my wayward thoughts, I yank the covers off her body and quickly roll her onto her stomach, gathering up her wrists and securing them with a zip tie behind her back.

      “What…?” Her groggy voice indicates she’s still half asleep, though I know she’ll snap out of it any second now. “What the hell?!” There it is. The panic in her voice lances my heart, causing my hands to tremble as I grab her kicking feet and secure them with a zip tie as well.

      I hate every second of this, but I keep going. She’s a job. She’s a mistress. She’s a thief and a manipulative liar, no different than the other women Mario messes around with.

      The target flops around on the bed, rolling to the side and revealing her face to me once more. Fear clouds her blue eyes as tears threaten to spill over those delicate cheeks I want to kiss.

      Dammit, focus!

      She opens her mouth, undoubtedly to scream for help, but I grab a scarf I see hanging on the edge of her mirror and stuff it in her mouth, tying it behind her head with a tight knot. The woman whimpers, her eyes pleading with me as those tears break free and wet her cheeks.

      I grab the syringe, needing her to stop looking at me like that when my phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out, letting out a curse when I see it’s my boss.

      I hold one gloved finger up to my mouth, letting her know to be quiet before I answer. She makes a whimpering sound that pierces right through me, nearly toppling me to the floor.

      I squeeze my eyes closed and take a calming breath before turning around and walking out of the room, taking the call out in the kitchen. I can’t look at her while talking to Mario. I don’t want to think about his grubby hands on her.

      Taking one more deep breath, I answer the phone. “Yeah, boss?”
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      Keyera

      

      My breaths are coming so fast that for a second, I’m afraid that I might hyperventilate and pass out. The scarf in my mouth certainly isn’t helping things. The plastic of the zip tie is cutting into my wrists and my fingers are starting to go numb as I lay on my side on the bed.

      What the fuck is going on?

      My head is still spinning as I watch the intruder walk out of my bedroom and into the hallway. Trying to piece together the last few minutes, all I can come up with is this is a huge mistake. I’ve hardly been here a week and already my life is danger. Shit.

      At first, the only thing I could focus on was that the intruder was wearing gloves. But then I saw the syringe and nearly passed out for real. This isn’t some random robbery. The man who tied me up means me serious harm.

      I try in vain to escape, but as expected, my restraints don’t give at all. The ties on my ankles are just as tight as the ones on my wrists and panic starts to claw at my throat. I know it’s pointless to fight, but I didn’t come this far just to be kidnapped and tossed back into my old life.

      My whimpers are muffled by the gag but something tells me he can still hear them from wherever he’s hiding in my apartment. He has to be able to feel my fear.

      I take advantage of the precious moments I have alone in the room and flop around on the bed, rolling slightly so I’m right at the edge of the mattress. The only sounds are my ragged breathing and the rustling of my sheets as I squirm and try futilely to loosen my binds.

      I try swinging my legs over the side of the bed, but the zip tie around my ankles bites into my skin and I feel a trickle of blood trail down one side of my foot.

      “Goddamnit, stop moving before you hurt yourself again,” the man growls as he steps back into the room. The sound comes from somewhere deep in his chest. I’m confused by his words or why the man who tied me up is concerned about me hurting myself, but my brain is too scrambled to dwell on that for long.

      I can only make out half of his face. The other half is still covered in shadows, making the already intimidating man look even more menacing. He stares at me, one gray eye and a thick, dark eyebrow visible in the light. I don’t think I’ve ever seen eyes that color before. He’s...beautiful in a brutal way I don’t understand.

      The man reaches for me and I try to recoil from his touch, but my restraints make it hard to move. He wraps his fingers around my leg and pulls me closer to him. It’s then I notice he grabbed a tissue from the box on my nightstand.

      Silently, the intruder wipes up the few drops of blood, looking angry and...ashamed? No, that can’t be right. But those eyes betray him. Those gorgeous gray eyes...

      Snap out of it! Are you seriously attracted to the man who is in the middle of kidnapping you?

      The giant of a man grunts, pulling me from my thoughts. His touch is almost tender, though I can feel the underlying strength simmering just beneath the surface. He could easily overpower me and do anything he wants, but somehow I know he won’t. Why else would he care about something as insignificant as a cut on my ankle?

      I’m so confused about what’s happening or why. I’ve been hiding from monsters my whole life it seems, but one of them found me. Could he be someone from Las Vegas? He must be. My past finally caught up to me, though I don’t know why it took so long.

      The man looks too young to be one of the guys my dad used to hang around with, but I haven’t been part of that life for so long I don’t know who the new players are.

      We stare at each other for a moment, and I almost recognize him, though I know we’ve never met before. Something about his presence feels familiar, as crazy as that sounds. Was he the shadowed figure sitting in the car across the street from my apartment tonight? I felt his eyes on me, though it didn’t creep me out. Turns out it should have. Very much so.

      My mind is scrambling, trying to remember everything he's said or done since I woke up to him in my bedroom. Maybe he gave me some clue as to who he is or why he's here. Nothing comes to mind, though. It all happened too fast. One moment I was asleep and then the next thing I knew, I was being woken up by the plastic tie biting into my skin.

      I refuse to give in to his demands, whatever they may be. I'm made of tougher stuff than this. I've fought through hell to get to where I am today. Telling myself all of that doesn't seem to stop the fear pumping in my veins, however.

      I knew the deal for this apartment was too good to be true. The woman I sublet it from had looked respectable but there was something about her that seemed sketchy. I desperately wanted to believe her, though.

      I was scrambling for a place to stay. I had finally attained my bachelor’s degree in accounting from Boulder Community College and my savings is all but depleted. I need a job, like, ASAP.

      The man clears his throat, drawing me out of my thoughts. He takes several steps away from me, and for some reason, my chest feels tight the farther away he moves. He drags his gloved hands down his face and for a second, my spirits lift. Maybe that call was to let him know that he was at the wrong apartment and he’s going to let me go. I can forget all about this terrible night.

      “Shit,” he mumbles and my body stills. “We need to have a talk. I’m going to take off the gag, but if you scream…” He pulls out the syringe, letting his sentence hang in the air between us.

      My eyes are wide and wet from my tears but I nod once, trying to be brave. I’ve been in some precarious and dangerous situations before in Vegas, but I’ve never had my life threatened quite so pointedly.

      He nods and comes closer to me, reaching for me again, slowly this time. I jerk my head away, but he grips my chin, forcing me to look him in the eye. His other hand reaches for me, his fingers lightly brushing against my cheek before tugging the scarf down. The man lingers for a moment, then backs away once again, as if being next to me is too much for him to handle.

      I gulp down fresh air, so much so that I start coughing. With my hands tied behind my back, I can’t cover my mouth or get a glass of water, so I just sputter and cough like an idiot for a few seconds before getting myself under control

      The man takes a step toward the bed and reaches one hand out as if he’s going to pat my back. He freezes and pulls his hand away, bringing it to the back of his neck instead.

      “You good?” he grunts, those gray eyes searching mine. Weird. Why should he care? He has me bound up with a syringe at the ready if I step out of line. My safety and comfort are of little concern to him.

      I nod once, swallowing hard. His eyes tick down to my throat, watching the motion. The man grunts again and tears his gaze away from me, looking around my room for something. I have an old chair in the corner and he dumps the clothes off of it, dragging it closer to the bed and taking a seat.

      “I’m sure you know why I’m here,” he starts, his voice cold and almost businesslike. I suppose this is another day at the office for someone like him. Whoever he is.

      “I don’t!” I cry right away and I wince. That came out a lot louder than I had intended. I clamp my mouth shut, hoping he doesn’t use the syringe on me to keep me quiet.

      “Right,” he says and I can tell he’s not buying it. “Well then, let me get you up to speed.”

      He leans closer to the bed and I recoil, my breath coming faster. The man’s brow furrows, still not liking my reaction to him. What else does he expect? He’s built like a tank and has made it clear he’s not above manhandling me. Still, something close to regret sparks in those gray eyes. It’s gone before I can be sure, though.

      “I was sent by Mario Gambino,” he says, as if that will answer all of my questions. I blink my eyes, trying to place the name but I’m sure I’ve never heard it before. “He sent me to track you down after you stole from him back in New York. I’m here to bring you and his money back to him.”

      “I don’t know a Mario Gambino,” I rush to say, desperate for him to believe me. “I haven’t stolen from anyone. You have the wrong person!”

      “Right.” He rolls his eyes, igniting my anger. My stomach is twisted up in knots and the worst part is, I have a feeling no amount of evidence will convince this man of my innocence. Nevertheless, I have to fight for myself. Lord knows no one else ever has.

      “You have to believe me! I’m Keyera. Keyera Barclave. I’m not the girl you’re looking for,” I cry, struggling to sit up on the bed.

      My pale blonde hair is matted to my face on one side, wet from my tears. I'm wearing a loose-fitting T-shirt and it slides off one shoulder, but there's no way for me to fix it with my hands tied behind my back.

      “I just moved into this apartment last week,” I continue, trying to reason with him even though I know I’m wasting my breath. I’ve got to take advantage of this time without the gag in my mouth, so I keep pressing on. “I’m subletting it from some woman. She gave me a great deal on it and I thought it was my lucky day. But obviously that’s not the case,” I ramble on, my nerves getting the better of me.

      He glances over to the corner of the room. There are a few boxes stacked up there and I hold my breath, praying that he believes me. Every muscle in my body is tensed up to the point of pain, making me shake as my heart thuds against my ribcage in harsh, uneven beats.

      A long moment passes between us, me sitting on the bed with my tangled hair, tear-stained cheeks, and bound ankles and wrists while my kidnapper is as stoic as ever. His eyes drift down my face, briefly pausing on my lips before snapping back up to meet my gaze.

      I think he’s about to relent, thank fucking God, but then he opens his mouth. “Well, we’ll let Mario sort this out. We’re going to go see him in a few days.”

      I close my eyes and I can tell I’m about two seconds away from screaming for help. Before I can, though, he’s reaching forward, cupping my chin and stuffing the gag back in my mouth.

      “We’re going to be quiet for the next few days. If you start screaming or try to escape? Well, I have enough drugs to keep you unconscious until it’s time for us to leave.”

      A few more tears slip down my cheeks and he lets my chin go, taking a seat back in the chair.

      I stare at him for a few minutes before I fall over onto my other side, giving him my back. I curl up as best I can and start to cry as soon as my back is to him. I know I should get some rest so that I can try to escape when the time comes, but I have a feeling that it’s going to be a long time before sleep claims me.
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      Locke

      

      Well, shit.

      I pace around the living room the next morning, trying to come up with a new plan. I hardly slept at all last night, and it was only partially to do with the uncomfortable chair I was sitting in. Mostly, I couldn’t take my eyes off Keyera.

      I watched her tiny shoulders shake with sobs, though to her credit, she hardly made a sound. I probably wouldn’t have noticed her crying if I wasn’t staring at her for hours on end. Eventually, her breaths evened out and she fell into an uneasy sleep.

      Several times throughout the night, the woman whimpered and startled awake, like she was having a nightmare. I could tell once she opened her eyes, she realized it wasn’t a nightmare, she really did get tied up and gagged by a mean motherfucking monster.

      All night long I fought the urge to cut her loose and curl up behind her. She couldn’t escape if I held her close, right? But I shoved those thoughts down and reminded myself of who she is. Mario’s mistress, whether she’ll admit it or not.

      Sighing, I run a hand through my hair, tugging at the strands. The phone call last night threw me off. If only my boss had called a little earlier. Then I wouldn’t be in this situation.

      He hadn’t given me many details. He sounded annoyed, though. It’s not unusual coming from him, but it still caused me a bit of unease. Mario is the type of man who hides his fear, knowing it would be a sign of weakness to his men and any threats that are lurking out there.

      He hadn't told me what was going on. All he said was that there was some shit going down back in New York and I needed to lay low out here in Pittsburgh until he called again. I wanted to tell him I found his mistress but he hung up before I could give him the news. Now I'm stuck in this apartment with the target until they call me back and give me the all clear to come back home.

      Normally, I would just drug the target and keep them tied up and unconscious until it was time to go, but I don’t want to do that with this girl. I don’t know if it’s because she’s a woman, or because of the feelings she stirs up inside of me.

      I remember watching the first rays of sunlight pour in through the window early this morning, bathing her silhouette in soft light. My eyes followed the curve of her hip, the dip in her waist, up, up, up to her slender neck and sweetly scented hair. The light tangled in the pale blonde strands, making me want to comb my fingers through it.

      My whole body is tense just thinking about it. There’s more, though. Yes, my lust for her is out of fucking control. I mean, Jesus, my dick has been hard for hours, pretty much since I first laid eyes on her.

      When I look at her, however, I don’t just want her body. I want to know how her mind works. I want to know what put that look in her eyes, the one that tells me she’s seen some shit far beyond what I put her through last night. I want to know everything about her. And that should worry me.

      I’m not one for relationships or even casual flings. It’s been years since I was even tempted to look at a woman with more than a fleeting interest, but this little slip of a woman? With her blonde hair and light blue eyes? I want to do so much more than just look.

      Can I really trust myself around her while we’re alone in this tiny apartment? I already want her something fierce, despite my best efforts to shove my lust way down deep with all the other emotions I refuse to feel. This pull between us feels inevitable, but I need to stay focused. One last job. One more unsavory assignment and then I get my freedom. But at what cost?

      No, dammit. My freedom comes before anything else. Doesn’t it? That’s been my goal ever since I found myself in debt to Mario. I can’t let some woman, some target throw me off track.

      I shake my head, trying to refocus on what’s important, like figuring out how I’m going to keep her quiet for the next few days since my drugs are clearly an empty threat. I know it, though she might not. I can’t bring myself to stick her with a needle. Just the thought of her terrified eyes when I showed her the syringe makes me rub the heel of my hand over my heart in an attempt to ease the sharp pain there.

      I bite back a curse at my own weakness, then head back into the bedroom to see if she’s awake yet. It’s close to noon already but I let her sleep. It’s not like there’s anything else for us to do in this apartment until I get the phone call saying it’s okay to come back.

      Besides, if she’s asleep, she’s not making any noise. Seems like a win-win. Now, however, I’m growing suspicious. The little lady had some fight to her and I wouldn’t be surprised if she tried to pull a fast one on me.

      I knock on the door lightly, then roll my eyes at myself. Why am I offering her the courtesy of a knock? Before she can respond, I swing the door open, barging right in.

      She’s still on the bed but she’s moved. From the look in her wide blue eyes, I know she was trying to get out of her binds. I don’t blame her. In fact, I shove down the feeling of pride before it can swell up in my chest.

      My girl is a fighter.

      Fucking hell, I’m so screwed. She’s not my girl. Never will be. I don’t have the right to her. And even if I did, I keep reminding myself she belonged to Mario first, and I’m all too familiar with the kind of women he surrounds himself with.

      The target huffs out an impatient breath and glares at me, though I see fear lingering deep in her eyes. She’s a survivor, that much is clear. The way she’s able to swallow back her fight or flight instinct and give me attitude without even saying a word speaks volumes to whatever she’s been through in her life.

      She eyes me warily as I sit down next to her on the bed, but doesn't recoil like she did last night. Thank God. I don't think I could handle that. I hated every single time she cringed and backed away from me, though I can't blame her.

      I lean forward, cutting off the zip ties and tossing her the bottle of water, granola bar, and banana I found in the kitchen.  She tugs the scarf out of her mouth and scoots away from me on the bed as she opens the water and nearly drinks the whole thing in one go.

      Another sting of regret hits me in the chest knowing she was that thirsty. I should have checked on her earlier and made sure she had everything she needed.

      Fuck, I was assigned to kidnap her, not be her butler. What should I care about her comfort?

      My head is spinning as thoughts war and thunder in my mind. One minute I want to hold this woman in my arms and take away the pain I see in those crystal blue eyes, and the next minute I’m reminded of my end goal: freedom. Ah, fuck, I feel a migraine coming on. Perfect.

      “I’m not who you’re looking for,” she says when she swallows the last of the water. “I’ve never met a Mario whatever his last name was. I’ve never even been to New York.”

      She seems sincere, but Mario’s mistress has to know what’s going to happen to her as soon as she’s back in New York. Mario probably won’t kill her, but he won’t be gentle, either. I shove down the image of anyone laying a hand on her in anger. Fucking hell, my head and heart are all over the place. Despite my all-consuming attraction to her, I remind myself of who she is and why I’m here.

      She’s lying to save herself. This is just another one of her tricks. I can’t fall for it.

      This is just an act, I repeat to myself several times. This is how men like Mario get suckered in. This is exactly how he ended up with a thief for a mistress. She probably lied and manipulated him, too, lulling him into a false sense of security. Not me. I won’t fall for it. I won’t.

      “Like I told you last night,” she continues, her voice earnest with a hint of annoyance, “I just moved into this apartment last week. I’m subletting it from some lady. She must be who you’re looking for.”

      I glance over to the corner of the room. There are a few boxes stacked up there, which could corroborate her story, but could also indicate that she was planning to run, thus only making her look guiltier.

      This girl can’t be trusted, I remind myself again. She’s lied before and she’ll lie again.

      “Nice try.”

      She groans, the sound frustrated. I could fuck the frustration right out of her lithe little body. I could take away the tension bunched up in her shoulders. I could...

      “My name is Keyera,” she suddenly says. “I’m from Las Vegas. You can check my ID.”

      "IDs can be faked. Aliases can be made. People lie," I tell her dispassionately. It's true. She of all people should know that.

      “I’m not lying! What can I do? How can I prove that I’m not the woman you’re looking for?”

      “Nothing,” I tell her truthfully. It’s clear I can’t be objective about this woman. She has some sort of hold on me, just like she probably had on Mario. I have to take her back to him, no matter what. He’ll sort it out. “Mario didn’t tell me anything about the target. Just to wait for a call from a contact. The contact called and gave me this address. You’re the only one here, so...” I shrug, noting the irritation in her eyes at my response.

      “You’re impossible,” she mutters. The little spitfire angrily rips open the granola bar, shoving half of it into her mouth and chewing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone look so spiteful while eating, but I can feel her growing annoyance with each forceful crunch. It’s kind of adorable, though I dismiss that thought as soon as it pops up.

      “Why don’t you send your boss my picture, then? One look and he’ll know I’m not his mistress and then you can let me go.”

      She sounds so sure, so confident, that for a second, I start to believe her. Maybe I do have the wrong girl.

      “Mario told me to lay low until he calls with an update. That means I can’t call or text anyone. You’ll just have to wait until we can head to New York.” I stand up before she has a chance to respond, grabbing her elbow and leading her over to the bathroom. “You’ve got five minutes. Then the ties go back on,” I tell her, pulling a new pair of zip ties out of my back pocket.

      She rips her arm out of my grasp, throwing a frustrated glare over her shoulder as she hops into the bathroom. I bite back a groan at the feisty spark in her eyes, then nearly laugh when she slams the door shut. Yeah, this woman is going to be trouble.
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      Keyera

      

      It’s barely past seven in the evening, but I’m exhausted. Strange, since I slept half the day and spent the other half barely moving, seeing as I was tied to my bed. I was allowed to get up twice to go to the bathroom and restock on granola bars and bananas. Apparently, being kidnapped really takes it out of you. Or maybe it’s the boredom.

      Don’t get me wrong, I prefer boredom to murder, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. I’ve tried starting conversations a few times with the man currently stationed in the chair in the corner of my room, but he’s not much of a talker.

      The chair creaks under his massive, muscular frame, making me frown.

      “Careful, I got that at a thrift shop. It’s an antique,” I inform him, just to see if I can get a reaction.

      He simply grunts before adjusting himself once more. His lips are drawn in a straight line, except for the slight twitch on the right corner of his mouth. Oh God, is he smirking? That’s a good sign, right? If I’m amusing, maybe I can convince him he’s got the wrong girl.

      “Yup, I shop at thrift stores and get most of my clothes off the clearance rack. Not what you’d expect from someone sleeping with a wealthy, powerful man such as Mario.”

      This gets his attention. Those gray eyes snap to mine as one eyebrow lifts, giving me an almost devious look, like he caught me in a lie. “I thought you didn’t know Mario. How do you know he’s rich and powerful?”

      Sweet Jesus, that voice. Raspy yet somehow smooth, like honey over gravel. It is absolutely not the time to get turned on, but tell that to my lady parts.

      “I assume anyone who can hire a hitman has money and connections,” I retort, lifting my chin up as I try to hold back my own smirk.

      I thought I’d get him to grunt or roll his eyes, but instead, his shoulders drop and his mouth turns down in a frown. “I’m not a hitman,” he says forcefully.

      “My bad. A professional kidnapper with zip ties and a syringe full of who knows what that may knock me out or possibly kill me with an overdose,” I say sarcastically.

      “I’m not going to kill you,” he replies, his voice much softer.

      I’m not sure what to make of his tone or the way he’s looking at me right now. Those gray eyes are trained right on mine, peering down into the depths of me. It’s unnerving, but I can’t look away. He holds my gaze for a second longer, then breaks eye contact.

      I let out a breath that was trapped in my lungs, then ask, “What’s your name?” It’s about the tenth time I’ve asked him, and to my absolute shock, he answers.

      “Locke.”

      “Yeah, that checks out,” I laugh to myself.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Just that it fits. You’ve got me all locked up.” I try going for a joke, hoping maybe it humanizes me a bit. Locke said he’s not going to kill me, but can I really trust the man who has kept me tied to my bed all day?

      The man makes some sort of choked out half laugh, half grunt and runs a hand over his face. He can’t hide the spark in his eyes, though, the one that says he enjoyed my little joke. He doesn’t seem like someone who laughs or smiles easily, and for some reason, I like knowing I made him do it. While I have him in this state, I try again to convince him of my innocence.

      “Have I told you about how I graduated from Boulder Community College with a shiny new degree? My name is right on the diploma — Keyera Barclave. Pretty rock-solid proof I’m not who you’re looking for, right?”

      “Diplomas can be forged,” he says dryly. All humor has drained completely out of the room and we’re right back to where we started. Dammit.

      “Take a look at my mail,” I continue. At least he’s talking to me. That’s something. “I have some mail on my kitchen counter. Go see for yourself who it’s addressed to.”

      “I already told you, IDs can be faked. Therefore, you can have mail delivered to any name.”

      I groan in frustration, tipping my head back. I wrack my brain for something, anything, to get this man to listen to reason. Then it hits me. “If you let me charge my phone, I have time-stamped photos of me in Colorado right up until I moved here last week.”

      “You think I’m stupid enough to give you your phone?” he asks incredulously.

      “I don’t know!” I nearly shout. “I’m doing all the work over here, telling you about myself. You haven’t offered any information on yourself, so I can’t be blamed for drawing my own conclusions.”

      I’m stunned when Locke barks out a laugh. It’s rough and unpracticed, and he covers it up with a cough almost immediately. I hear it all the same. It gives me hope. Hope that I’ll escape, not hope that we’ll...what? Get together? What the hell am I thinking? That’s not the goal here. Freedom is my goal. Yes. Let’s focus on that.

      “I’m not stupid,” he finally answers. Silence stretches between us for long moments, then Locke speaks again, though I hardly hear him this time. “I don’t talk much in general. It’s not just you.”

      My heart squeezes up tight in my chest almost painfully. I’m not sure which one of us is more surprised at his words, but before I get a chance to figure it out, Locke stands up and moves toward me. He takes his switchblade out of his pocket and flips it open.

      I was terrified the first time he came at me with that knife until I understood he was only using it to cut the zip ties off, just like he's doing now. As soon as my wrists are free, I begin massaging the lines on my sore wrists.

      “It hurts?” Locke asks, his eyes flicking down to my wrists before meeting my gaze. Once again, I’m not sure why he cares. Come to think of it, he’s never been physically abusive. Not since he tied me up. He threatened to use the syringe but he never did. Things suck, but they could be so much worse, I guess.

      Wait. Am I really trying to make excuses for this guy? He’s trying to kidnap me. He’s holding me hostage.

      “Keyera?” Oh God, that voice coupled with the way my name fell from his lips has my lust roaring to life.

      “Hmm?” I manage to mumble as I scoot to the edge of the bed. Locke never put zip ties back on my ankles after the first time he cut them off. I think he felt guilty for the cut on my ankle, though that makes no sense.

      “Your wrists. They hurt?”

      I stare at him for a moment, trying to figure out his end game. I can see the struggle in his eyes, the stormy gray bleeding into a dark blue ring around his irises. God, the man is sexier than he has any right to be, but more than that, he’s complicated. Maybe he’s having second thoughts about taking me back to whoever the fuck Mario is. I can’t think about the alternative.

      “I’m fine,” I finally answer. “I’ll clean up in the bathroom. Maybe take a shower?” I ask hopefully.

      Those eyes flash with something, nearly going black for a second. They are back to normal before I can even blink, making me doubt I saw anything in the first place. Instead of answering, Locke grunts and nods his head once. I suppose that fits. He did tell me he doesn’t talk much. And hey, I got a little piece of personal information about him. I wonder what it would take to get more pieces of his story.

      Not that I care. I can’t care about him. He’s my kidnapper, for goodness sake!

      I keep telling myself that as I head to the bathroom and strip down, stepping into the warm water. I don’t want to press my luck, so I hurry my way through my shower routine and dry off.

      I notice a pair of thick flannel pajama pants and the old T-shirt that I bought from the clearance bin at the community college bookstore folded up on the sink counter. Locke must have put them there without me even noticing. I guess he has to be pretty stealthy in his line of work. The shirt is at least three sizes too big. I certainly have cuter pajamas than these. I wonder what made him pick them? I don’t dwell on that for too long before getting dressed, however.My stomach rumbles as I brush my teeth, reminding me that all I’ve had to eat today was some granola bars, crackers, and bananas. I know I have more in the kitchen than that, since I had just gone grocery shopping yesterday morning. My guess is that Locke isn’t much of a cook. Or maybe he’s trying to keep me weak and underfed so that I can’t fight back or try to escape.

      I finish up and open the door. Of course, Locke is standing in the hallway, arms crossed as he stares at me. His jaw is clenched and his nostrils flare, though I don’t think he’s angry. He couldn’t possibly find me...attractive. Right? Especially in this outfit. The clothes swallow me as I shuffle past him. Locke grabs my elbow, leading me into the bedroom and over to the bed.

      His touch is almost gentle, tender, and I wonder if all of the time I spent trying to convince him that I’m not who he wants finally got through to him.

      I crawl onto the bed, needing some distance from him so that I can clear my head. Locke pulls out the zip ties and stares down at them for a minute. It looks like he’s debating something in his head.

      My eyes cut over to the door and I wonder if I could make a run for it. I have a feeling he would catch me, but maybe I could scream for help and someone would come to check it out.

      I glance back at him just as he looks up from the zip ties.

      “Give me your hand,” he orders and I hold my right hand out to him tentatively.

      He holds my much smaller hand in his, turning it over as he examines my wrist. His other hand reaches out, his fingers tracing the red line around my wrist. I hold my breath at the unexpected sensations taking over my body. Liquid heat pools in my lower belly, threatening to leak out of me. How embarrassing!

      Locke makes some growly sound in the back of his throat, then takes a zip tie out of his pocket and secures my wrist to the headboard. It’s not as tight this time, though there’s still no chance of escape. I expect him to do my other arm or my feet again, but he doesn’t. He takes a seat in the chair by the bed and gets settled for the night.

      “Just one hand?” I question, wondering if this is some kind of trick, or if maybe I’m starting to get to him.

      “Yeah. Don’t make me regret it,” he grumbles as he shifts in the chair.

      I move my arm, testing the tie and he glares at me. I give him a bright grin and his eyes narrow.

      “Knock it off.”

      I sigh, staring up at the ceiling until my eyes are too heavy to keep open.
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      Locke

      

      “Shit,” I mutter to myself as I stare at the empty granola bar box. A quick check on the other counter confirms the bananas are gone as well. I wasn’t expecting to be stuck here with Keyera this long. I’m not much of a cook and I’ve never had to figure out how to feed a target before.

      "Everything okay out there?" Keyera calls out from the bedroom, her voice still scratchy from sleep. "If you want to make me breakfast in bed, I have all the ingredients for omelets!" she adds unhelpfully.

      Despite my best efforts, my lips twitch and twist up into a smile. God, this woman is messing with my head. She has me smiling for fuck’s sake. Or, well, as close to a smile as I’ve been able to muster in years. How the hell does she manage that while still being kept captive?

      "Or…" she drawls, the mischievousness ringing out in her voice. "You could let me cook us breakfast. I make a mean omelet. Best in the state!"

      "I thought you just moved here last week," I respond without thinking. She has this way of drawing me into a conversation without even trying. Before I know what's happening, I'm shuffling my way to her room and leaning against the door frame. "That's not enough time to try all the omelets in the state."

      The smile she gives me punches a hole right through my chest. I have to rub my hand over my heart to make sure it’s still there. It’s threatening to beat right out of my ribcage, but the fucker is still working alright.

      Those soft pink lips of hers part slightly as her smile spreads across her face. Her blue eyes sparkle, and I instantly decide I like making her smile. I can’t remember the last time I wanted to bring someone joy instead of fear, but Keyera is changing everything about me with barely a flick of her wrist.

      Her tied up wrist.

      The one that is rubbed nearly raw from the zip tie she’s been wearing almost constantly.

      Again, my body surges forward before my brain can catch up. I’m standing next to the bed, staring down at the beautiful angel with bright blue eyes.

      "I'm pretty confident my omelets are the best in any state,” she says with all the sass she can muster. “Why don’t I make you one and you can tell me how it is?” The temptress bats her fucking eyelashes at me. The move would be annoying if anyone else tried it, but Keyera? Hell, I’m pretty sure anything she does is somehow adorable and sexy.

      I don’t respond, I simply cut the zip tie off her wrist, cringing when I see the red mark there. I can’t stand knowing she’s been in discomfort this long. Even more painful is the thought of handing her over to meet her fate. I can’t do anything about the second one, but I can try to ease her suffering while she’s here.

      Keyera hops off the bed, but before she can get too far, I direct her to the bathroom.

      “Sit,” I tell her, pointing to the edge of the tub. Keyera eyes me suspiciously but does what I ask. It pleases me more than it should. “Let me see your wrist. The sore one.”

      Again, the angel peers up at me, confusion clouding her eyes. Eventually, she raises her arm, letting me take her hand in mine. I ignore the feeling of her soft little hand in my much bigger, rougher one, focusing instead on rubbing some ointment I found in a drawer in the bathroom.

      Keyera sighs so sweetly, then dips her head down, as if she was embarrassed by the sound. Jesus, hearing that breathy sigh fall from her lips has me fighting to keep my arousal at bay. What other sexy sounds does she make? Would she scream as I drive into her over and over? Or maybe she comes with a whisper on her lips as her face is twisted up in ecstasy.

      I clear my throat and finish applying the ointment. I wrap her wrist in some gauze, pressing down lightly to secure it.

      When I’m done, Keyera withdraws her hand from mine, instead holding it in her lap as she fixes her gaze on me. I know what she’s thinking; why am I taking care of her? Fuck if I know. And fuck if I can stop now.

      “I heard something about breakfast,” I mumble, stepping away from her. “Better get to it before I change my mind.”

      Keyera snorts out a laugh and I have to turn away to keep from showing her my smirk. I like giving her shit. Almost as much as she likes giving me shit.

      Normally I would never let a target into a kitchen. There are too many knives or other tools that could be used as a weapon but I don’t think Keyera will try anything.

      I’m leaning against the far counter, watching Keyera take out ingredients for breakfast. I keep waiting for her to start talking. She spent all day yesterday trying to convince me she wasn’t who I was looking for. I’d never admit it, but part of me believes her. She doesn’t seem like the type to be someone’s mistress and there are just too many things with Keyera Barclave written on it. The mistress has only been gone three weeks and I don’t think anyone could have all of this set up in that time frame.

      She could have set it up before she took off.

      As much as I want to believe her, there’s that seed of doubt in the back of my mind. I don’t trust anyone, so why should I trust her? The woman seems sincere, though. Even through her fear and that wall she has around her heart, I can see her need for me to believe her. I think I just might...

      You just don’t want to believe she could be a liar or a thief.

      “Have you always worked for the mob, then?” Keyera asks as she breaks some eggs into a bowl. I’m jarred out of my thoughts and thrown off by her question.

      “No.”

      “Oh? How does someone get into your line of work?”

      “Bad luck.”

      She gives me a dry look over her shoulder and for some reason, I relent. I tell her shit about me only a few people know.

      “I was ten and living on the street when Lucille Gambino, Mario’s grandmother, found me and took me in,” I murmur. Now that I’ve started, the words pour out of me. “She raised me, made sure that I was fed and clothed. She passed away almost ten years ago and Mario came to me to tell me that I needed to start paying off my debt. I was eighteen at the time, with no money to my name and no prospects.”

      “How long do you have to work for them?” she asks quietly.

      “You’re my last job,” I admit. I watch her, waiting to see what her reaction will be. I’m expecting her to be angry or at the very least, convince me of her innocence. Instead, she peers at me with those damn blue eyes of hers, holding my gaze and not letting go. I can’t look away if I tried. She's searching for something, like she's trying to unlock some secret part of me. The thing is...she might be doing just that.

      “Where are you from?” I ask, desperate to change the subject and learn more about her. She blinks, breaking eye contact.

      “Las Vegas, but I’ve bounced around a bit over the last eight years.”

      “Why?” I ask, watching as she pours the eggs into the pan and grabs a spatula.

      “I was trying to get away from my dad.”

      “Did he hurt you?” I demand, anger coursing through me. If he laid one finger on this angel, I will hunt him down and kill him with my bare hands.

      “No, he just wasn’t much of a father.”

      “What does that mean?” I don’t even realize I’ve pushed away from the counter and started walking toward her until we’re only a few feet apart. Keyera doesn’t look up, but I know she feels my closeness from the way her breath hitches.

      “He was a loser,” she whispers, almost ashamed. “He knocked my mom up the night they met. She was a stripper and barely eighteen, and he was close to thirty. He never graduated high school and couldn’t keep a job for longer than a few months.”

      “What about your mom?”

      Keyera sighs, busying herself with chopping up a green pepper. I almost think she’s not going to answer me, but then she continues. “She left when I was ten. I guess she had enough of taking care of two kids so she bailed. I never saw or heard from her again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her.

      She just nods, her eyes locked on the cutting board. My heart breaks for a ten-year-old Keyera being abandoned by the only real parent she ever had.

      “I...I ran away when I was sixteen,” she confesses. It’s shocking to hear, but I don’t let it show. “My dad had lost his job six months before but I had been working since I was fourteen and was covering most of our bills.” Her voice is higher now, more forceful as her words speed up. It’s like she’s trying to get it all out there before she loses her courage. “When I turned sixteen, I overheard him talking to some of his friends. They were bookies and trying to collect money from him and he was telling them that I would pay.”

      “Did they take your money?” I growl.

      “No, I realized he knew about the money I was saving for college and he was planning on using it to pay off his debts. He drank away any money I gave him for groceries and I could see that this was going to be the rest of my life if I stayed. I would never be able to get out of his grasp. I would never get ahead if I stayed.”

      “But you went to college,” I say, remembering the diploma she showed me yesterday.

      “Yeah, eventually. I lived on the streets for a few years, working and saving up. I took classes when I could at community colleges until I finally had my degree.”

      I can’t picture a teenage, homeless Keyera. I know how hard it is to survive on the streets. To have to look after yourself. To fight to find something to eat and a safe place to sleep.

      Keyera stops chopping the pepper and wipes her hands off on a nearby rag. She looks up at me, the vulnerability shining in her clear blue eyes enough to twist me up inside. I watch in slow motion as my hand raises up and cups her cheek. She flinches at first, which damn near kills me with guilt. When I gently lay my palm against her cheek and tilt her head up again, I’m met with watery eyes that gut me.

      Leaning forward, I press my lips to her hairline, breathing in her sweet tangerine scent.

      It hits me like a ton of bricks. I want to take care of her. I want to look out for her and make sure that she’s safe. I want to be the one she turns to when she has a problem. I want to be the one to pleasure her, to comfort her, to love...

      Then I remember why I’m here.

      I can’t feel sympathy for this woman. I can’t feel anything for her. I need to steel myself against my reaction to her. She might look like my angel, but that’s just attraction.

      It’s not true.

      I have a job to do. One last job and then I’m out. I need to keep my eye on the end game here.

      I release my hold on Keyera, taking several steps back. I rub a hand over the back of my neck, refusing to meet her gaze.

      "Breakfast will be ready soon then?" I grunt out. When she doesn't answer, I muster up the strength to look at her. Keyera's eyes are wide and her brow is furrowed in confusion. Those pretty pink lips of hers are parted slightly like she can't believe what just happened. I can't, either.

      “Y-yeah,” she whispers before blinking rapidly and shaking her head. “Best in the state, I’m tellin’ ya.”

      I try and fail to keep the smirk on my face hidden. I’m so fucked.
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      Keyera

      

      I wake before Locke the next day. My bladder is full and I’m too hot. The oversized T-shirt is twisted and bunched up around my stomach, the pajama pants hanging low on my hips.

      My hand is still tied to the bedframe, though at least he switched to my left hand instead of my right. Locke even preemptively wrapped my wrist in gauze before securing me to the bed.

      Still, it’s my instinct at this point to try and get out of my restraints. I tug on it, but there’s no give. It does rattle the bedframe though and that has Locke’s eyes shooting open. I give him a smile that feels more like a grimace.

      “I really need to go to the bathroom,” I tell him and he nods, standing and grabbing the pliers from his pocket.

      He clips the plastic and I sigh, flexing my wrist to get blood circulation back in my fingers. Locke gives me space, letting me stand and stretch before he trails after me to the bathroom. He stands outside like always as I take care of business. As I’m washing my hands, I decide to try my luck.

      “I bet another shower would feel good.” I glance at him out of the corner of my eye as I rinse my hands off and I could swear that he’s smiling.

      "Uh-huh," he murmurs.

      “And I’m already in the bathroom,” I helpfully point out. “I can make us breakfast after,” I offer, trying to sweeten the deal.

      He kind of huffs out a laugh and I know I’ve won. It shouldn’t feel this good to poke and prod the giant of a man, especially one who is trying to kidnap me, but there’s no denying the warmth that floods through me at his barely disguised amusement.

      “Go ahead,” he relents. “I’m standing right here, though.”

      “I expect nothing less,” I tease.

      Locke tries his hardest to glare at me, but his gray eyes soften, barely crinkling at the corners, letting me know he’s trying not to smile.

      Once his back is turned, I slip inside the bathroom, leaving the door open a crack as per his demands. I strip off the baggy clothes and turn the shower on, cranking the water all the way up. I can’t stop the moan as I step beneath the spray, letting the water ease the aches from being tied up.

      I see Locke shift in the doorframe, his back straightening and his shoulders tensing. He’s not looking at me, but I swear I can still feel his eyes on me somehow. Like he’s picturing me in the shower. I won’t lie, the thought of him being attracted to me in any way has me rubbing my thighs together to relieve the constant pressure I seem to have whenever I think about Locke.

      Trying to clear my head of those wayward thoughts, I decide to strike up another conversation to humanize myself. That’s what all the crime shows tell you to do.

      If I’m being honest, though, I mostly just want to hear Locke’s voice as he tells me more about himself. Something in me wants to figure him out, to light up those dark shadows in his beautiful gray eyes and see what he looks like without the weight of his past, his debt hanging over his head.

      “This bathroom is one of the reasons why I decided to rent this place,” I call out over the water. “Well, that and the price. It was the only thing in my price range.”

      “Yeah, it’s nice,” he says, not looking over his shoulder at the room.

      “What’s your apartment like in New York?” I try again.

      “It’s fine.”

      “Is it small? Aren’t all apartments in New York supposed to be cramped with, like, the bathroom in the kitchen or something?” I ask, giving a small laugh.

      “I guess. Mine is small but it’s just me and I don’t spend a ton of time there.”

      “Too busy traveling the world and kidnapping the wrong girls?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I’ve lived in worse places than this,” I tell him as I rinse the shampoo out of my hair. “When I was in college, I had to live in this apartment with four other girls. I think it was their first apartment away from home because they were slobs. They didn’t even do their own laundry. They just had their moms come get it and do it for them. Can you imagine?”

      “No.”

      “You aren’t really giving me a lot to work with here, Locke.”

      Locke huffs out another laugh. “I already told you I don’t talk much. Besides, we don’t need to get to know each other.”

      I let out an exasperated sigh. “What are we supposed to do until your boss calls? Just sit and stare at each other?”

      He mutters something to himself, rolling his shoulders back.

      “What did you study in college?” he asks, not sounding all that interested.

      “Accounting.”

      “Really. Sounds boring.”

      I laugh, turning the water off and grabbing the towel that’s hanging up.

      “Not to me. I’ve always liked numbers and math.”

      "Really? Why?" Locke asks as if he couldn't fathom someone getting a degree in anything numbers related.

      “There are rules and everything can always be figured out. Plus, I always had to watch my money and accounting seemed useful.”

      “How…practical.”

      I roll my eyes, securing the towel and nudging his back so that he steps out of the way. “Not all of us can live exciting lives working for the mob,” I say sarcastically.

      Locke grunts in response, but his lip curls up slightly and his gray eyes spark with a playfulness I haven’t seen before. How the hell is this guy so damn sexy? And why can’t I stop having these thoughts about him?

      I shuffle past him into my room, thankful for the space. He waits outside while I tug on some yoga pants, a sports bra, and a plain black t-shirt.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask as I join him in the hallway.

      “Yeah.”

      I get started making some eggs and toast while Locke paces around the living room. The man is so tense all the time, so on edge. I wonder when was the last time he actually relaxed, let his defenses down. I can’t picture him in casual clothes, lounging on his couch while reading a book.

      As if reading my thoughts, he stops at my bookcase and peruses the shelves for a minute. His fingers trail over the spines of my books and I get the image of those calloused fingertips caressing my skin, teasing the curve of my hip as they follow a path up my side to cup my breasts...

      “What about you?” I blurt out awkwardly. I need to get myself under control. Locke pulls his hand away from my bookshelf and stares at me. “What would you have studied if you went to college?”

      “Kidnapping,” he deadpans.

      "Haha." I roll my eyes, but inside I'm doing a happy dance. I got the big, growly kidnapper to tell a joke.

      He actually grins this time and the act changes his whole appearance. He looks even more beautiful than I could have imagined. I’ve seen his half-hidden smirks and restrained smiles, but I’ve never seen him grin before. Suddenly I can see the softer side of him. Gone are the sharp edges and hard glares. It’s such a contrast to his normally unreadable face that I forget I should be afraid of this man.

      Part of me wonders if this is what he would have turned out like if he had never joined the mob. If his parents hadn’t abandoned him and he wasn’t forced to repay his debt. Would he have been happier? Would he have smiled more?

      Part of my heart breaks for the man Locke could have been. I know how hard, how scary it is to live on the streets and have to worry about finding something to eat and a safe place to sleep. I can’t imagine doing it when I was ten.

      No wonder he has trust issues. He’s only ever had himself to rely on. Even when an old lady took pity on him and tried providing for him when he was vulnerable, the rug got ripped out from under his feet anyway.

      Locke already told me he really didn’t have a choice about working for the mob. I know a bit about what that’s like, too, only I got out before things got to that point. As much as it pained me, I finally wised up and saw the writing on the wall. My dad was so far in over his head with debt, he was going to force me to become a stripper. Would I be just as hardened, just as cold, as Locke is now if I didn’t run away?

      “Breakfast is ready,” I announce, probably a little too loudly. I knew I was attracted to him, but peeling back his layers and finding out more about the real Locke has me thinking crazy things. Wanting crazy things. Craving crazy things. I shove those feelings aside as I serve up our food and pass him a plate.

      “Thanks,” he says quietly and I wonder if maybe he’s starting to soften towards me, too.

      Is it too early for Stockholm syndrome to set in?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      Locke

      

      Today was…weird.

      I take a deep breath and hold it before slowly letting it out. Running my fingers through my hair, I tug slightly and then wipe my hands down my face. Keyera takes up my every thought, even though I’m trying to put distance between us and stay cold toward her.

      I think today is the most I've spoken with another person in….well, maybe ever. Keyera talked to me all day. Every time I tried to give her a one-word answer or kill the conversation, she just kept pressing. What was my favorite food? Did I go on any vacations when I was younger? Where would I go if I could travel anywhere?

      Question after question, she kept the conversation going until I forgot she was my target and that I shouldn’t have been sharing any of this with her. I already liked Keyera too much before I started learning more about her. Now? Well, now I’m in too deep. I can’t let her go, though I’m not sure if it’s because of my obligation to Mario or because the thought of never seeing her again is almost too painful to bear.

      Pacing around the small bedroom, I shake my head, trying to get myself under control. I have no idea how much longer we’ll be stuck here together and already I feel my heart getting all tangled up in hers.

      It’s been so damn long since I’ve felt anything at all for another person, let alone the intense, overwhelming sensation that floods through my body every time Keyera is close. And she’s always close. Damn tiny apartment. Maybe I’d have kept my mouth shut if we were holed up in a mansion with separate wings of rooms for each of us.

      I already told the little spitfire about my past and my debt, though I can’t for the life of me figure out why. She doesn’t need to know me and I certainly don’t need to know her. Except that I do. And the more I learn, the more my heart and mind war for control.

      Keyera told me about her shocking past as well, but she also gave me pieces of her personality, her smile, her sassy wit, and clever charm. Christ, this woman is messing with me, inside and out.

      She disappeared into the bathroom a few minutes ago and I just let her. I trust her not to run. She’s a good person, or maybe she just knows that I would catch her in two seconds flat.

      I slip out of my shirt, pulling on a new change of clothes. I snuck down to my car last night while she was asleep and grabbed my bag out of the trunk. I was getting really sick of wearing the same clothes. I took a shower last night, too, and I spent the whole time resisting the urge to jerk off as her sweet tangerine scent surrounded me.

      “You okay?” Keyera’s voice breaks through my thoughts, though her outfit certainly doesn’t do anything to keep my mind off her sexy little body.

      Keyera sashays into the room dressed in a thin tank top and a pair of sleep shorts. I have to bite back a groan as I take in all of her bare skin. I thought listening to her shower was bad, knowing that she was naked and wet just a few feet from me, but somehow seeing her like this is worse. More tempting because I can picture myself undressing her. Peeling off the layers like she’s been doing to me all day.

      I can't seem to control my eyes as they rake over her frame. She's short, nearly a foot shorter than me if I had to guess. Her blonde hair is still damp and as she combs her fingers through it, little drops of water hit her skin and drip down. I swallow hard, trying to hold myself back from licking each one off her creamy flesh.

      I turn away from her, digging through my bag for the zip ties. I need to get this relationship back to solid ground. I grab one as she climbs up onto the bed and slips under the covers. She passes me her hand before I can even ask for it and for a second, I debate not tying her up.

      I’m used to her sassing me or being difficult about the zip ties, not that I blame her. I thought it was frustrating and annoying at first, but seeing her shoulders slump in defeat tugs at something deep in my gut. I don’t want to break her. I don’t want to be the reason she gives up the fight.

      You can’t fall for her act.

      As much as I want to give in to her and believe her when she says I've got the wrong girl, I can't make myself trust her completely. I have a lifetime of experiences that tell me women like her are nothing but trouble. The thing is, I think I like trouble. As long as Keyera is the one causing it.

      I don’t say anything or make eye contact with her as I zip tie her wrist to the headboard. I don’t want to look into her clear blue eyes and see more sadness. I couldn’t take it, especially knowing I was the cause.

      Releasing the breath I was holding, I head across the room to flip the light switch, plunging us into darkness. Her nightlight flicks on and I stare at it for a moment as something clicks in my mind.

      “What’s with the nightlight? And the light on above the microwave?” I ask when I remember the night I snuck in here.

      “I don’t know,” she says in the most unconvincing voice ever. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s a shit liar, but that can’t be right. She’s been lying this whole time...I think. Right?

      I don’t say anything, instead letting the silence fall between us until she feels the need to fill it. I know my angel. If the last few days have taught me anything, it’s that Keyera is a talker. That should annoy me more than it does, and from anyone else, it would.

      "I don't like the dark," she admits softly after a few moments. I want to fall to my knees in front of her and pull her into my arms. I can feel the vulnerability dripping from her words. No doubt a few years of being homeless showed her what lies in the depths of darkness. I hate that she's seen any of that. "The lights are supposed to keep the monsters away."

      My heart clenches up tightly, painfully in my chest at her words. “Don’t think they’re doing a good job of that,” I manage to tell her as I head over to my chair.

      “You’re not a monster.”

      I pause, nearly struck dumb by her words. I’ve kept her tied to her bed for days, I threatened her with drugs, and I made her wrists and ankles sore from her restraints. That feels an awful lot like monster behavior to me, even if I’ve treated her better than any target that came before her.

      Her declaration hangs in the air between us as I sit down in the chair, trying to get comfortable. I’ve slept in more uncomfortable places than this chair, but there’s never been a comfy bed literally a foot away from me before. The thought of sleeping in this thing one more time has my neck screaming in protest already.

      I look over to the bed, noting that there’s plenty of room on the other side of the bed. Do I trust myself alone with her, though? I could always sleep over the covers. Then there would be a barrier between me and Keyera’s tempting body.

      I look over to Keyera, meeting her gaze, and I swear that she knows what I’m thinking because she snuggles deeper into her pillow, sighing contentedly. The sexy, adorable little brat, rubbing it in my face.

      I shift in the chair again but I just can’t do it. Not when there’s a soft, warm bed right in front of me. Standing, I walk around the bed, pulling the pliers out of my pants pocket and setting them on the nightstand, far away from her. Keyera tracks my movements but doesn’t say anything as I climb into bed beside her and stretch out on the mattress.

      The angel turns slightly, looking at me over her shoulder. Soft moonlight spills into the room from a crack in the curtains, catching her bright blue eyes. I swear I see more than a little lust there, but I see a bit of anxiousness and fear as well. Shit, I didn’t think this through. I never want her to fear me, which is something I’ve never said about a target before. Keyera is more than just a target at this point, however, and I’m nearly done trying to fight it.

      “Don’t worry. I’m not going to touch you,” I murmur, even though the only thing in the whole goddamn world I want to do is touch every inch of her smooth, heated skin. She gives me a small smile before she gets comfortable once more.

      Keyera’s breaths even out after a few minutes, making me smile. These last two nights I’ve sat by her bed all night, staying up for hours until she finally fell into a fitful sleep. Now that I’m right next to her, she’s out within five minutes. Did I have something to do with that?

      I lay there on my back, staring up at the ceiling as I listen to the soft, peaceful sounds of her sleeping. This is the first time that I’ve shared a bed with someone. It’s not as bad as I thought it would be.

      I must doze off because the next thing I know, it’s morning and I’m wrapped around Keyera, my front to her back. Her hair is in my face and my arms are holding her close to me, keeping us connected.

      I shouldn’t, but I bury my nose into her long blonde locks, smelling the sugary citrus scent of her shampoo. Or maybe it’s just her. My hand is spread out over her little tummy, underneath her shirt. The silky smoothness of her skin seeps into my fingertips, immediately becoming my new addiction.

      I want to touch her ever-fucking-where. I want to cup her breasts and tease those hard little nipples, rolling each one between my fingers before sucking on them. I want to slide my hand up her inner thigh, kneading the soft flesh there before rubbing her soaking wet slit until she comes apart for me.

      Without thinking, I pull Keyera closer to me, molding her body to mine. A trembling breath leaves her lips, halting my movements. Shit, this is so inappropriate, so out of bounds for what I should be doing.

      And then the angel murmurs my name as she rolls her hips, grinding her juicy little ass against my painfully hard cock. I freeze, not sure if she’s even aware of what she’s doing. “Yes…” she whispers, her breathy, mumbled tone letting me know she’s still very much asleep.

      She’s having a dirty dream about me and I can’t do a damn thing about it. I really can’t. I shouldn’t. I absolutely will not help ease the ache I know is throbbing between her thighs.

      It takes every ounce of my diminishing willpower to untangle myself from her, but I have to, for my own sanity. I never thought of myself as a cuddler. Normally, I don’t let anyone get close enough to me to touch, but with Keyera, I can’t seem to stay away from her.

      I roll over onto my back, staring up at the ceiling and wondering what’s happening to me. I’ve never had much use for women. It seemed wrong to drag anyone into my life of darkness. What if something went wrong? Lord knows that I have enemies, people who would hurt those that I care about to get to me and I never wanted to paint a target on someone else’s back.

      With Keyera though, I can’t help myself.

      From that first glimpse of her, I’ve been entranced. She looks like an angel, like my opposite, but I know she has more in common with me than one would think.

      She’s the only one who has been able to get past my defenses in the last ten years and she did it within three days. What is it about her that pulls me in?

      She’s my boss’s mistress. She’s a thief and a liar. I shouldn’t be attracted to her. I shouldn’t be wanting to get closer to her. I shouldn’t be having such dirty thoughts about her.

      So why can’t I stop the urge to touch her? To roll her under me and rut like an animal?

      Keyera rolls over, stretching, and her arm brushes against mine, sending shivers racing up my arm and down my spine.

      “Morning,” she says sweetly, smiling sleepily. Her cheeks are stained pink, however, and her eyes are dark, still shining with the lust from her dream.

      She’s fucking gorgeous.

      “Morning,” I rumble, grabbing the pliers and cutting the zip tie. The things she’s making me feel, not to mention the way my body is reacting to her, has me practically running out of the room under the guise of giving Keyera some privacy. In reality, I just need space from the beautiful, complicated angel in bed.

      Fuck. I’m in trouble here.
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      Keyera

      

      Locke never tied me up after breakfast.

      After we did the dishes together, I made my way toward the bedroom, knowing I’d be in for another day of attempting conversation in between convincing Locke I’m not who he’s looking for.

      Before I even made it out of the kitchen, Locke walked right up behind me and guided me to the living room with a hand at the small of my back. When I looked up at him, those gray eyes were soft as he gazed at me with something close to tenderness.

      He stopped in front of the couch, motioning me to sit. Locke crossed his arms and stared down at me, pinning me in place with those sharp gray eyes. He didn’t have to tell me what that look meant. Don’t make him regret giving me this little freedom.

      That was hours ago. I’ve already gone through a book and a half while curled up on the couch, though this last half an hour I haven’t been able to focus at all. I must have read this page ten times and I still have no idea what it says.

      Instead, all of my attention is focused on Locke’s solid frame sitting next to me. My feet are tucked under his muscled thigh, though I don’t remember doing it. I can feel the heat of his body from where we’re touching. Even though I’m not looking at him, I fucking feel everything about him. It’s like my body is tuned to his, sensitive and aware of every movement, every sigh, every breath.

      I rub my thighs together without realizing it. Pressure has been building deep inside me all day, ever since I had a particularly sexy dream about my kidnapper this morning. I’ve never been with a man, despite what Locke may think. This is all new territory for me. I don’t know what I’m doing, only that I ache for this man.

      Locke inhales deeply then lets out a low growl from somewhere deep in his chest. Can he read my thoughts? Oh God, can he smell how turned on I am right now?

      I panic, not sure what happens next or what the hell I’m even doing. Scrambling up from the couch, I nearly trip over my own feet.

      “Uh, I’ll get us some water,” I blurt out before sprinting to the kitchen. Very smooth, Keyera.

      Once in the kitchen, I stand facing the cabinet, spreading my hands out on the counter and taking a cleansing breath. I will not fantasize about Locke. I will not think about how it would feel to have those big, rough hands caress me instead of tie me up. I absolutely will not give in to my lust and sleep with him.

      The smell of leather and whiskey swirl around me, filling me up and making the ache in my core throb almost painfully. Locke’s familiar scent nearly makes me whimper. I can’t turn around yet, even though I know he’s right here, so close.

      The heat of his body is at my back, but he doesn't stop there. Locke presses himself against me, placing a hand on either side of mine on the counter, caging me in. This time, I can't hold back the breathy moan on my lips.

      Locke answers with a soft growl of his own as he nuzzles into the side of my neck. A shiver runs down my spine from that simple touch, my back arching into the front of his body. He groans, moving his hands from the counter to my hips, gripping me there and helping me grind down against his thickness.

      Holy hell, he’s huge and hard and rubbing against my ass like he can’t get enough. I can’t either. I want more. So much more.

      This is wrong. I should stop. I absolutely should not give in to temptation…

      “You’re so beautiful it hurts,” Locke murmurs against my skin. He nips at a sensitive spot beneath my ear then licks away the sting. I gasp as my knees shake and nearly give out. Locke chuckles darkly, the sound vibrating through me and making my pussy throb. “So responsive. Jesus, you’re irresistible.”

      “Locke,” I breathe out as I reach my arms over my head and tangle my fingers in his hair.

      “Christ,” he grits out, slipping his hands beneath the hem of my shirt and stroking my skin. “So soft,” he mutters more to himself than to me. I can’t do anything but surrender to his touch.

      Higher, higher, higher, Locke drags his calloused hands up my body until he’s cupping my breasts.

      “Oh,” I gasp, letting out a shuddering breath.

      “Is this okay?” he asks, surprising me with his soft tone. I nod my head and arch my back, thrusting my chest further into his large hands. “Need your words, angel,” he rasps against the shell of my ear. “Tell me to stop and I will.”

      This is one of those moments that will define my life. I can feel it. If I tell him no, Locke will back off, even if it hurts. I trust that he’d never force himself on me. But if I say yes, if I give myself over to this man, I’ll never be the same. I’m just not sure if that’s good or bad. Am I really about to let the man who kidnapped me take my virginity?

      “Don’t stop,” I whimper, the words falling from my lips before I can stop them. I won’t take them back. I’m too far gone, too twisted up in the complicated, surprisingly tender man currently making me melt into a puddle of pleasure.

      Locke spins me around and pulls me against his hard body. I feel his cock dig into my belly, and the thought of him being inside me pulls out a moan from somewhere deep in my core.

      His lips are on mine in the next second, swallowing down the sound as he licks into my mouth. I open up for him, sighing as he hungrily takes what he needs, what we both need.

      Locke’s muscles tense and flex against my soft curves and I melt into him even more, wanting to somehow fuse our bodies together. He fists my hair and pulls my head up, exposing my neck. I feel his teeth, his tongue, his lips devouring every inch of skin from my jaw down to my shoulder.

      “Please, Locke, I need more…”

      He growls into my skin as his hands roam all over my body. One grips my ass and squeezes, while the other slides down my front, dipping into the waistband of my leggings. His fingers trace the outline of my panties, teasing me and driving me wild. I buck my hips and he groans, finally rubbing his fingers against my pussy through the fabric.

      “Fuck, baby, you’re soaked for me, aren’t you?”

      I gasp for air and nod my head, looking desperate and inexperienced, but I don’t care. I can’t think about anything other than his hands on my body, his breath on my skin, and the thick outline of his cock grinding against me.

      Locke’s hand slips inside my panties and I feel two fingers glide up and down my slit. We both moan at the same time. Locke rubs my clit in the most incredible way, making my knees shake and my entire body tense. I grab his biceps and dig my fingers in, needing him to keep me steady while he assaults my throbbing core.

      The rough pads of his fingers circle around my entrance, making my legs spasm and slam together.

      “Jesus, how are you so tight?” he grunts.

      I’m breathing too hard to respond, not that I have an answer to his question anyway. Despite the mistaken identity situation I’ve found myself in, I’m no one’s mistress. I’ve never even had sex, let alone cheated on anyone, so I’m not exactly an expert on this subject.

      Locke doesn’t wait for my response; he thrusts his fingers inside of me at the same time he slams his lips into mine. The kiss is fire and fury, sweetness and release. He’s stretching me out, pain and pleasure mixing, as the heel of his hand grinds down on my clit. I shamelessly buck my hips into his hand, needing more, needing everything.

      My legs tremble as he fucks me with his thick fingers, my pussy leaking all over his hand. I break our kiss and drop my head to his shoulder, unable to even breathe as he brings me to heights unknown with just his fingers alone.

      “That’s it, angel. Come for me.”

      He pulls his fingers out of my channel and rubs them over my clit in tight, demanding circles. His fingers slide over my swollen, throbbing bundle of nerves one more time and that’s all it takes for bliss to break over me like a waterfall. Rivulets of pleasure run through my body, on the inside of my skin, as every muscle jerks again and again.

      Locke holds me close to him, crushing me against his body to keep me grounded as the orgasm rocks through me. I cling to him as I tense and release one final time.

      “You’re amazing,” he whispers, his voice surprisingly tender.

      I give a breathless laugh and bury my head into the side of his neck. “I think I’m supposed to say that about you.”

      Locke growls, the sound equal parts pure lust and agony. “Let’s get you naked and let me show you how amazing I am.”

      Even though I just came harder than I ever have, my pussy clenches around his hand that’s still buried deep inside of me. Locke groans and pumps his fingers one more time before taking his hand away and licking himself clean.

      “I need a better taste of you right the fuck now.”

      Before I can respond, Locke bends down and then tosses me over his shoulder, making me squeal.

      “Hey!” I shout, pounding my fists against his back. I can’t keep the smile off my face, even as I half-heartedly try to escape. He’d never let me go. The idea of being stuck with Locke forever doesn’t sound so bad anymore…

      A deep, gravelly sound tears through Locke’s chest as he tosses me down on the mattress. He looms over me, his gray eyes melting into pools of silver as they rake up and down my body. I watch the powerful mafia enforcer clench his fists and grit his jaw, every muscle in his body straining toward me and yet holding him back at the same time.

      “Need you naked,” he grunts, snapping his eyes back to mine. They are nearly black now, darkened with lust and unquenchable longing.

      I start to sit up, but Locke stops me with a hand on my sternum. He pushes me back down onto the mattress, his show of dominance sending a wave of arousal prickling up my spine. I quirk an eyebrow up at him and open my mouth to say something sassy, but he silences me by tearing my shirt clean off my body.

      Literally.

      My leggings and panties come next, the fabric shredding in his hands. It’s not possible for me to be any wetter, and yet the reminder of his lethal strength has hot, liquid bliss pouring out of me as I clench and release around nothing.

      “Jesus fucking…” he trails off, dropping to his knees as he grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of the bed. I gasp when he throws one leg over his shoulder, then the other. Part of me knows I should be scandalized, or at the very least, embarrassed at being so exposed. But I’m just really fucking horny.

      Some sort of pained grumble comes from Locke as he stares right into the core of me. It’s the last thing I hear before his tongue dips into my folds and he licks me up and down. My hips twitch and my thighs snap shut around his head.

      Locke groans, sending delicious waves of vibrations over my body and setting every nerve ending on high alert. Locke sucks and bites and licks and teases me right to the brink…and then he backs off.

      His hands slide under my ass as he pulls me forward, practically suffocating on my cunt. He spears his tongue into my entrance as he licks my walls, lapping at me and sucking down my honey as it drips out of me. It’s like the more he tastes, the hungrier he gets.

      His thumb rubs over my clit as he keeps thrusting his tongue in and out of me. I’m close, so close, and I know he knows. This time, he lets me fall right over the edge. I pulse and squirm and grab his hair, grinding my pussy deeper into his face as he drinks up my release.

      When I finally grow limp, Locke backs off, giving my pussy one last kiss.

      “Delicious. Are you gonna let me fuck you, too, angel?”

      I nod helplessly, still boneless from my two mind-blowing orgasms. Locke grins, looking pretty pleased with himself.

      He chuckles and then helps me stand up. My knees give out, and he wraps a strong arm around my waist, holding me up. He kisses the tip of my nose and rests his forehead on mine. It’s a surprisingly sweet gesture for a man who was going to drug me not all that long ago.

      That’s fucked up, right? Yes, yes, it definitely is. I shouldn’t want him. I shouldn’t need him. I shouldn’t crave his lips, his tongue, his heated looks, and teasing touches. But I do. God, I do. And knowing he can be sweet with me only makes me want him more.

      “Are you sure you want this?” he murmurs, rubbing his monster cock against my stomach. Locke doesn’t strike me as a man who asks permission for anything, so the fact that he wants my absolute consent eases the last bit of my doubt. He could easily overpower me and take whatever he wants. What he wants is my willing surrender.

      I tilt my head and press my lips to his in a gentle whisper of a kiss.

      “I want this, Locke. I want you.”

      He grunts in pure male satisfaction, then kisses me with more passion this time, more intention. His hands roam all over my body, caressing every inch as he rids me of the last of my clothing.

      He cups my face so tenderly in his hands and kisses me. It's surprisingly slow and sweet. Then he pushes me backward onto the bed and watches me fall, my breasts jiggling when my back hits the mattress.

      “So beautiful. Do you know you’re perfect, angel?”

      I open my mouth to protest, but the look in his eyes says he’s telling me the absolute truth. Instead of trying to convince him otherwise, I give him a shy smile. I’ve never felt so exposed. So vulnerable. So safe.

      We stare at each other for long moments, him taking in my naked form while I let my eyes shamelessly wander over his broad shoulders, the tightly packed muscle I know is underneath his shirt, and the bulge in his pants.

      Finally, I break the silence.

      “I want to see all of you.”

      Without hesitation, he whips his shirt over his head, smirking at me when my jaw drops. The man is ripped. I suddenly want to drag my tongue over each one of his defined muscles. Before I can finish that thought, he tugs down the last piece of clothing, revealing his thick cock. Locke takes himself in his hand and pumps up and down, the sight absolutely mesmerizing.

      Locke crawls onto the bed next to me, turning me to face him. He leans in and kisses me, somehow reassuring me with every stroke of his tongue that I'm safe with him. The kiss grows frantic, and he presses in closer to me, so close I can feel his cock digging into my hip.

      In one swift motion, Locke has me pinned on my back. He’s kissing down my neck, over my collarbone, down, down, down, until his tongue lashes out at my nipples. I moan as he sucks and nips at the tender flesh, giving each breast the same attention. I feel each rough lick all the way down in my clit.

      My fingers tangle in his hair and I tug his head up so he’s looking at me. “Please,” I whisper. “I want you inside of me.”

      In a bold move, I reach down between us and wrap my fingers around his thick shaft, pumping my hand up and down his length, the same way I saw him do earlier.

      “Jesus, I won’t last long if you keep that up.”

      I smile wider and pump him one more time before spreading my legs wider, offering myself up to him. Locke nudges my legs apart even wider, groaning as he stares at my core. He places a forearm down on either side of my head and kisses me sweetly. And then not so sweetly.

      I feel his cock rub up and down my slit, collecting my juices as he bumps my clit with the head of his shaft. Again. Again. Again. I buck my hips, trying to get him where I want him.

      “Patience,” he chuckles.

      I pout, and he nips at my bottom lip before kissing me again. I feel the head of his thickness nudge in my entrance, just barely breaching my opening.

      Fuck, he’s so big, stretching me to the point of pain already. A stuttered grunt leaves his lips and I notice Locke’s muscles are shaking as he holds himself up, like he’s trying to restrain himself.

      “Christ, baby, I don’t want to hurt you, but you're so damn small…”

      “I want this. I want you. I trust you,” I whisper. I don’t want to tell him this is my first time and risk him changing his mind. Besides, maybe now he’ll finally believe that I’m telling the truth.

      So many emotions flash across his gorgeous gray eyes as he pulls back and then thrusts the rest of the way inside of me in one swift move. I feel a painful pinch deep inside of me as tears spring into my eyes.

      “Keyera…Jesus, are you…were you a…?”

      I’d laugh at his shocked expression, but it’s taking all of my concentration to drag air into my lungs. I nod my head and breathe in and out. His hard features soften as an unnamable emotion flashes across his eyes. Locke kisses me senseless, distracting me from the discomfort as I get used to him being inside of me.

      Soon, the pain gives way to a feeling of absolute fullness. I never knew how empty I was until this moment. In more ways than one.

      “I’m ready,” I tell him. “I’m ready for more.”

      “Are you sure? God, Keyera, I…”

      “Please,” I beg, suddenly desperate to be taken roughly by this man. To prove my point, I buck my hips, taking him even deeper. We both cry out.

      “Shit, you feel so good,” he growls.

      Locke slowly pulls out of me as my pussy pulses and tries to suck him back in. He groans as he fills me up again and again. When he enters me, Locke growls with such depth it shakes me to the marrow of my bones. I hook my legs around his hips and claw at his back, wanting to fuse our bodies together.

      “Yes, Locke, God, yes,” I moan.

      He grunts and snaps his hips, plunging deep inside of me in one long thrust. Locke picks up his pace, thrusting harder, stretching me, hitting every single pleasure spot inside of my pussy. I dig my nails into the hard muscles of his back as I pull myself against him in time with his thrusts. Locke growls and then crashes his lips down on mine, all teeth and tongue and passion.

      We work together, building up to something huge. Each time he hits the end of me, it’s like I’m being electrocuted with pleasure, my pussy clenching tightly around his hard dick.

      “Jesus, fuck, baby, I feel you gushing for me.”

      “Faster, please, please, please…” My voice breaks into a moan as he pistons in and out of me, inching closer and closer to sweet release.

      It feels like my entire body is teetering on the edge. I tense up, squeezing my body around Locke, my legs crushing his hips, my fingers no doubt leaving marks on his skin as I hold on for dear life.

      My orgasm starts in my core and radiates out to every limb, every nerve, every cell in my body. I’m shaking and moaning, going out of my goddamn mind with pleasure. I come again and again, my core flooding with my release.

      “That’s it, fuck, Keyera, I’m…”

      Locke throws his head back and roars. I feel his cock throb deep inside of me, his muscles tight and straining with the effort of holding himself up.

      We both come down slowly, together, back to earth, back to our bodies. Locke rolls off of me, pulling me with him and holding me close. We’re sweaty and panting and plastered together in the afterglow of that life-changing experience.

      “Goddamn, sweetness. Just…Goddamn.”

      “Yeah,” I laugh softly.

      “You okay?”

      “Mmm. So good,” I tell him truthfully.

      He nudges my head up and kisses me sweetly. I sigh and nuzzle my head into his chest, feeling so warm and protected.

      I don’t know what this means for us, but for now, I’m just enjoying being held and protected, even if it’s only for a short while.
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      Locke

      

      I wake with Keyera’s naked body pressed up tight to mine and it’s so shocking that I jolt wide awake in a second. I’ve never slept with anyone. Certainly never spent the night having hot sex, especially with the person that I’m holding captive.

      I search my brain for any tips I’ve heard about the morning after but I have a feeling none of those rules apply in this situation.

      Keyera shifts in her sleep, somehow snuggling her little body closer to mine, her ass brushing up against my painful morning wood. I groan at the spark of pleasure traveling down my spine and making my dick flex, but then I gasp. That’s when it hits me.

      I never tied her back up last night. Keyera spent all day yesterday on the couch or cooking, but I was awake and aware of her every movement. Not tying her up at night is different. She could have escaped. She could have run away last night while I was asleep. But she didn’t, my mind whispers.

      She's not the person that I was meant to find. She can't be. My angel was a virgin last night. I trust her. She's not a liar or a thief. She's sweet and smart. She's focused and driven. She would never settle for being some rich man's mistress. She's too self-sufficient to ever want to rely on a man to give her things.

      I think...Jesus, I think I...love her.

      Fuck.

      Where does that leave me? Where does that leave this last job and my freedom? I can’t turn my angel over to the mafia. Even if she isn’t his mistress, there’s no guarantee that Mario and his men wouldn’t kill her on the spot…or worse.

      Keyera moans softly, the needy sound setting my soul on fire. I’m spooned around her soft little body, one hand on her side as she rocks her hips slowly and grinds down on me.

      “Angel,” I groan, tightening my hold on her hip to help her grind against me. It’s just like yesterday morning, but this time, I’m not going to run away. This time, I’m going to give the sexy little goddess everything she’s asking for.

      “Mmm,” is all she says.

      “Are you awake?” I ask, sliding my hand around to her front and cupping her pussy. Fucking hell, she’s soaked for me. Keyera moans my name under her breath and pushes back against me. I can’t think about anything else when she’s offering more of herself to me.

      I settle my throbbing cock in between her cheeks, rubbing the sore fucker up and down to find relief. Dipping two fingers inside her tight as fuck hole, I drag her arousal up her slit and circle her little bundle of nerves. Keyera jerks forward, gasping as her cunt pulses for me and releases more of her sweetness.

      “Locke?” she asks, her voice scratchy from sleep.

      “Yeah, angel,” I grunt, thrusting two fingers inside of her while grinding my heel down on her clit.

      “Oh God, ohmygod, don’t stop,” she whimpers.

      I growl and lean forward, scraping my teeth along the side of her neck, sucking on her pulse point. My cock is leaking precum like a motherfucker, getting her ass all slick and wet. Jesus, what that does to me.

      “Need you, Keyera. Need you so fucking bad,” I murmur into the shell of her ear. Keyera looks at me over her shoulder and nods. Early morning sunlight streams through the half-open curtains, highlighting her blue eyes and full lips. She’s so beautiful my chest aches. My balls ache. Every fucking part of me yearns for more of her.

      I flip Keyera on her stomach in one swift move, making her gasp and then giggle. Her laughter quickly turns into a moan as I pull her hips up and back, massaging her perfectly round ass. I spread her cheeks wide and drag my thickness through her slick folds, groaning as her pussy flutters around me and coats my cock with her juices.

      “Please,” she begs, pushing back against me. “It hurts. I ache for you.”

      “Jesus, I can take that pain away, love.”

      Without warning, I thrust into her sweet cunt, hitting the very end of her. Keyera cries out and jolts forward, clawing at the bed. I stay still inside of her, taking a moment to feel how perfectly we fit together.

      Keyera starts to tremble, and I grip her hips, steadying her as I pull out and stroke back in, shoving my dick so deep inside of her.

      “Locke, I’m...I think…”

      “Fuck,” I groan, feeling her tight little channel squeeze me so damn hard. “Don’t come yet, baby. Hold it.”

      Keyera whimpers and drops her head forward, every muscle tensing as she tries to push her orgasm back. I slide my hand up her back, loving the way she shivers at my touch. Wrapping her silky blonde hair around my hand, I tug her head back as I lean forward to kiss her, driving my dick into her pussy over and over.

      “L-Locke, God, I’m...I’m…”

      Her words break off into a jagged moan as a shiver works its way through her body. I crush my lips down on hers, swallowing every desperate sound that pours from her mouth. Leaning back a bit, I lift two fingers to her mouth, nudging them against the seam of her lips.

      “Suck on me, baby. Get me nice and wet,” I grunt. Keyera looks at me over her shoulder, questions swimming in her brilliant blue eyes. “You’ll like it. I promise.” I stroke inside of her slowly, tapping her G-spot, keeping her right on the edge of sweet ecstasy.

      Keyera obeys, parting her pink lips and wrapping them around my fingers. She swirls her tongue against my skin and sucks on me, making me groan as I think about how she’ll feel when I fuck her mouth.

      I withdraw my hand, bringing it to her tight little ass hole. Circling my wet fingers there, I nearly lose my shit when she pushes back against my hand, urging me to keep going. I pull almost all the way out of her dripping pussy, then slam back into her as I shove one finger into her ass.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck,” she cries out. I grip the soft flesh of her hip in a punishing hold, keeping her still as I split her open with my cock and fingers. “I can’t hold on...Locke, I c-can’t…”

      Keyera sucks in a huge breath and holds it. Her back bows, causing her ass to lift and push back into me. “Hold it,” I growl, right before easing a second finger inside her tight ring of muscles. I scissor my fingers, stretching her wide open. Keyera lets out an agonizing cry as she gushes for me.

      “Please,” she whimpers over and over, trembling uncontrollably. Shit, she’s strung so damn tight. She’s barely hanging on, barely even breathing, trying so damn hard to obey me. Fuck if that doesn’t make me feel like the king of the world. I fucking love that she’s letting me command her body. Own her orgasms. Keep her all to myself.

      My dick jerks and swells as my aching balls draw up tight. I feel my release claw up my spine and fill me up, drowning me in ecstasy. Right before it hits, I shove my dick so fucking deep into her cunt and hold it there.

      “Come for me, Keyera. Come so damn hard for me. Come right the fuck now,” I growl, slipping my fingers into her wet heat and pinching her clit as I continue to fingerfuck her ass with my other hand.

      Her broken cries fill the room as she falls apart so beautifully for me. I feel her orgasm ripple up and down my cock as she shakes violently and then squirts all over me. I groan and slide my arm under her hips right as she collapses.

      I withdraw my fingers from her ass and spank her nice and hard, growling when she fucking comes again, more of her release gushing out of her, dripping down my balls. Keyera’s moans are muffled by the sheets where she has her face buried.

      I rut into her again and again, shredding her to pieces until she’s limp in my arms. With one final, brutal thrust, I explode inside of her, ropes of my cum shooting out of me as I hold still. I keep fucking coming, so damn hard. So damn long.

      Finally, Jesus Christ, finally the last of my release spurts out of me, taking all of my strength with it. I collapse on top of Keyera, both of us sweaty and trembling with the aftershocks of our explosive climaxes.

      Rolling to the side, I pull Keyera closer to me, tucking her into my side. She’s breathless and she curls her body around me, the sweat drying on her still trembling body.

      “Are you okay, angel?” I murmur as I trail my fingers up and down her spine in calming strokes.

      She nods her head and somehow squeezes herself closer, wrapping an arm around my torso and clinging to me. I've noticed her do that a few times, like she's afraid I'll run away instead of the other way around.

      “Hey,” I say softly, combing my fingers through her hair and tugging gently to get her to look at me. “Don’t go silent on me now,” I tease. Her lips curl into the cutest smile, but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “I’m good,” she whispers. “That was...intense.” My angel hesitates, and each second of silence tears at my heart.

      “Did I hurt you?” Jesus, I’d never forgive myself.

      “You keep asking me that, but I still can’t get over it. My kidnapper caring about hurting me.”

      Keyera giggles and leans in for a kiss. I let her, savoring her sweet flavor and the feeling of her velvet tongue against mine, though my stomach is sinking. Will she always view me as her kidnapper? Is this relationship doomed before it even started? And furthermore, what the fuck am I going to tell Mario?

      “Hey,” she says once we break for air. “What’s wrong?”

      God, those eyes tell me everything I need to know. I’m not sure how I didn’t see it before. She’s good. Kind. A fighter for sure, but she didn’t let the dark shit she’s seen break her. My angel managed to find her way all on her own, and here I am, fucking up her life.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, wiping a hand down my face. My mind is all over the place and my heart? That poor bastard is already hers, for better or worse.

      “Locke? You can talk to me.”

      “I…” My heart is hammering in my chest, my pulse throbbing as a migraine sets in. It’s too much. Not enough. I don’t know what I want or how I’m going to get us out of this mess we’ve found ourselves in. “I’ll get breakfast for us,” I mumble before untangling myself from her and getting up.

      Pulling on a pair of sweat pants and a T-shirt, I take one last look over my shoulder. Keyera is still wrapped up in the blankets, her head tilted to the side as she studies me. She doesn’t seem sad or upset, it’s more like...worry? Is she worried about me? I’m her kidnapper, just like she said. Maybe that’s all I’ll ever be to her, though I sure as fuck hope not.

      Keyera is so much more than my target. She might not be who I was looking for, but she’s exactly who I needed. Now I just have to figure out how to keep her for real.
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      Keyera

      

      I was worried at first when Locke jumped out of bed this morning and mumbled something about breakfast. I thought he regretted sleeping with me, and it hurt worse than it should. I’ve only known him for a few days, most of which I was tied to a bed.

      My heart doesn’t seem to care, however. The way he handled me last night and again this morning, his movements so sure, so confident as he brought me pleasure after pleasure, release after release...it has to be more than sex, right?

      He was rough, yes, and I’m still deliciously sore from the way he tore me apart, but he was so sweet after. Locke made sure I was okay and held me while we both came down from our combined releases.

      Sure, he might not love me the way I love him, and part of me understands. He's been hurt and his trust has been broken, just like mine has. But last night and this morning have shown me that Locke is ready for more. Or at least I hope so.

      After he cooked us a terrible breakfast of burnt toast and I made fun of him for it, Locke finally seemed to shake whatever weird mood he was in. He smiled at me and pulled me down into his lap before kissing me with everything he had. I felt like I could breathe again, having this man touch me and consume me.

      We spent the day playing cards and cuddling on the couch watching movies. I had hoped Locke would say something about getting me out of this mess, but he didn’t, and I didn’t want to press my luck. It’s enough just to be around him in a semi-normal capacity instead of tied up.

      We just finished dinner and I'm washing the last of the dishes while Locke dries them. A smile tugs at my lips as I peer over at the six and a half foot giant carefully drying a glass with my teal and pink striped dishtowel.

      “Something funny?” he grunts, though there’s a hint of playfulness in his voice.

      "I like domestic Locke," I tease, dipping my fingers into the dishwater and flinging some water at him. His shocked look is priceless and might be my new favorite. That is until he shows me his unrestrained grin.

      He surprises the hell out of me by scooping up some bubbles from the dishwater and blowing them all over me. I sneeze as a few bubbles pop on my cheeks and nose, then shriek in laughter as he hooks an arm around my waist and pulls me against his hard body.

      Locke brushes his lips against my ear, his hot breath sending a shiver down my spine. “Do I need to remind you how wild I can be?”

      Before I can answer, Locke’s phone rings. He groans into my neck before kissing me there. I giggle and dance out of his grasp.

      “I’ll let you get that. I’ll go get ready for bed. Maybe you can show me your wild side when you’re done.” I shoot him a wink over my shoulder as I sashay down the hallway, making sure to put a little extra sway in my hips as I go.

      “Don’t start without me, angel,” Locke growls and my whole body goes hot.

      “Don’t keep me waiting long, then,” I sass, disappearing into the bedroom.

      I don’t shut the door, wanting him to walk past and see me stripping for him. I can hear him pacing in the living room but I never see him pass by the hallway.

      I strip out of my clothes and slip on his shirt, wanting to tease him a bit. When he still doesn't come to find me after a few minutes, I grow impatient and pad silently down the hallway to him.

      My intention is to wrap my arms around him from behind and maybe dip my hands a little lower. I want him to lose his mind. I want him to go crazy with want for me. I want us both to get lost in each other, in our lust.

      Instead of burning hot passion, though, it’s like a cold bucket of ice water over my head when I step close enough to hear his conversation.

      “Boss, I’ve been here in Pittsburgh like you asked. I’ve been keeping the target occupied and in my sights. She’s safe.”

      He’s silent for a beat and my heart drops to my stomach. How could I forget what he said about his boss only calling him when it’s time to take me back to New York? And what about that last part? Is that what he’s been doing? Just keeping me distracted and in his sights so that I couldn’t escape?

      “I know, sir. I’ve been waiting for your call.” His voice is so cold, so unlike the voice I’ve grown used to over the past few days. I hate it. “And the debt?”

      Bile climbs up my throat as I listen to him talk to his boss, the man who sent him to kidnap me. Of course, Locke is talking about his debt. Once he delivers me, it’ll be paid in full. I’m sure he’s just double-checking before tying me back up again. How stupid am I to actually fall for my kidnapper? And worse, believe he felt the same about me?

      “I understand, sir.”

      A silent sob tears from my mouth and I almost crumble under the weight of his deception. He was using me all of this time. I was just a distraction, a way for him to pass the time until his boss told him to bring me back to him.

      How could he not believe me? After all we’ve been through? After what we shared? He knows I’m not the mistress. He felt it for himself when he took my virginity. That doesn’t seem to matter, though. Maybe his plan is to drop me off, wipe his hands clean of me, and let his boss take care of sorting out the messy details.

      I can’t take it. I can’t take any of this.

      I turn and make my way back down the hallway as silently as I can. This time when I get to my bedroom, I do close the door. It’s getting dark out and I hurry to stuff some of my belongings in a duffle bag before throwing on a fresh pair of clothes.

      I dig around in my bedside table as quietly as I can, breathing a sigh of relief when my fingers wrap around my car keys. It occurs to me I could have escaped last night while he was sleeping, but I didn’t want to leave him. Twenty four hours makes a hell of a big difference.

      Taking one last look around my room, at the apartment I barely got to live in, I slowly open the bedroom window and climb out onto the fire escape. The stairs rattle slightly as I make my way down, but I can't stop now. I can't look back. Locke must still be on the phone call. Otherwise, I'm sure that he would be charging after me, his target, by now.

      That thought has tears threatening to spill from my eyes and I blink rapidly, trying to clear them as my feet hit the ground. This is no time to break down. I can feel it all later, but right now, I need to be numb. Just like leaving my dad and living on the streets.

      Don’t let it hurt. Bury the fear. Show no weakness.

      I repeat my new mantra in my head as I jog over to my car and throw my duffle bag into the backseat.

      I notice a baseball cap on the passenger seat and I reach for it with trembling hands, slipping it on along with a pair of sunglasses, even though the sun has almost set. I rush around to the driver's seat, climbing behind the wheel and heading toward the highway as fast as the late night traffic will let me.

      I don’t even know where I’m going and for some reason, that’s the thought that has the tears filling slipping free. I promised myself that I would never be used by another man after my dad tried to use me to pay all of his bills. I never wanted to be a plaything but that’s exactly what Locke has made me.

      He used me. He lied to me. And I fell for all of it.

      My shitty car chugs along, sputtering every few miles like it’s as worn out as I am. I suppose it is. Life hasn’t been very kind to either one of us.

      I’m such an idiot. I thought...I thought he felt it, too. The moment I said yes to him, the moment I surrendered and asked him for more. For everything. I had never felt more vulnerable in my entire life, which is saying something. And yet when Locke touched me, kissed me, and made love to me, I somehow felt confident and strong.

      Only he wasn’t making love to me, was he? We were just fucking. Just passing the time.

      A sob fights its way out of my throat, the sound wretched and pathetic. I have to pull over at the nearest gas station to get my shaking under control before I drive my car straight into a ditch or wrap it around a pole. Then again, either one of those options might be better than whatever is waiting for me in New York.

      Oh, God. I’ll never escape, will I? The fucking mob is after me. How did I forget Locke works for the mob? Of course that’s where his loyalties lie. He told me himself, he’s been forced into that life and he’s been working tooth and nail to earn his freedom.

      I force myself to take a slow breath in and a controlled breath out before I hyperventilate. Wasn’t I just in this position a few days ago? Trembling and sobbing and on the verge of passing out? Only this time I’m not afraid of Locke hurting me. He already did, and the damage done to my heart hurts worse than the zip ties ever did.

      After I've waited as long as I dare, considering there's probably a target on my back now, I decide to run inside and grab a few snacks and water for the road.

      Opening the door, I step out of the car, securing my hat and sunglasses in place.

      That’s when things go sideways.
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      Locke

      

      “You can’t have my mistress. I have her here,” Mario’s booming voice says down the line and my heart stops.

      “What?”

      “That was the situation back in New York. We had word that she was here but I was afraid if she heard you were headed back here, she would run before we could grab her.”

      I’m silent, realizing I could have given over my angel to the mob.

      “The job is done, Locke. You can come back now.”

      “I’m done.”

      “What?” he asks, his voice sounding lower, deadlier.

      “My debt was paid once this job was done. You just said it’s over, so I’m out.”

      “I see.”

      That’s all he says. Two words and then the line goes dead. Two words and I know I can never go back to New York. I shouldn’t even stay in Pittsburgh for much longer. I need to get my girl and get on a plane before the wolves come for me.

      I pull out the SIM card on my phone, smashing it under my foot until the glass crunches before I head down the hallway. The bedroom door is closed and I mentally calculate if there’s enough time for me to make love to my angel before we have to leave. I decide there’s always time for that.

      I push the door open, expecting to see Keyera naked on the bed, but the room is empty. I wonder if she’s in the bathroom. Maybe she’s trying to get me to find her, though the sinking feeling in my gut tells me otherwise.

      “Keyera?” I call, heading back down the hallway to the bathroom.

      It’s empty and I know then that she’s gone. I rush back into the bedroom, noticing the window is open. I look down just in time to see her climb into an old hatchback and pull away from the curb.

      I’m out the window and sprinting down the stairs a second later, jumping the last five or six stairs to get to the ground faster. I take off for my car as soon as I stumble to the ground, cutting off a few cars when I pull out onto the street and chase after her.

      I don’t understand. Why did she run? Did she not feel what happened between us? The moment she surrendered to me was the sweetest I’ve ever experienced. I think I always knew she wasn’t Mario’s mistress, but that was when I truly believed her.

      Those bright, beautiful, vulnerable eyes stared directly into my fucking soul, searing me with her pain, her trust, her desire. All of her. Keyera is branded all over me, her name etched on my bones, her kisses lingering on my skin, her scent filling my lungs even now when she’s running from me.

      I know she’s not the target. The only thing I can come up with is that she overheard my conversation and misunderstood something that I said. Maybe I scared her with how cold I have to be when talking to my boss.

      That thought has my gut curdling in disgust. I never want my angel to be afraid of me. Yeah, I’m a big fucking teddy bear for her and only her. I’d understand if she had reservations about starting a new life with me, especially after the way our relationship started, but I thought she would at least talk to me about it instead of running the first chance she got.

      I spot her car up ahead at a gas station and I cut off the truck next to me in order to turn in after her. Her car is parked near the back of the lot and she climbs out, adjusting her baseball hat as she goes.

      Does she have sunglasses? Is she trying to be incognito? God that’s adorable.

      I pull up beside her and slam the car into park, throwing open my door and marching right up to her. I’ve got her thrown over my shoulder and stuffed into my car before anyone even spots me.

      Keyera squirms in the seat, making it difficult for me to buckle her in. She rains her little fists down on my torso as I wrestle the seatbelt over her lap. I let her. Whatever it is that’s upset her, I’m sure that I deserve this.

      “Why did you run?” I ask, the words coming out harder than I intended.

      “I heard you,” she seethes, anger and tears shining bright in her eyes. I never want her to look at me like that again.

      “Heard me say what, exactly?”

      “That I was just a distraction. That I was a target and you were keeping me in your sights.”

      She spits the words out at me and my heart sinks. The little spitfire is angrier than she’s ever been, and that includes the first time she realized I wasn’t going to untie her from her bed. More than that, however, she’s absolutely devastated. I crushed her spirit and for that, I don’t know if I will ever forgive myself.

      “I didn’t mean it. You haven’t been a target. Not for a while now. I was never going to turn you in, angel.”

      “I don’t believe you,” she says, her chin wobbling. God, I want to pull her into my arms, but I don’t think she’d appreciate my touch right now.

      “I was ready to negotiate for your freedom. I would have paid any price to have you safe and by my side.”

      “Why?” Her eyes go soft, but then they narrow into slits. My girl wants to believe me but I’ve cut her deep. I broke her trust.

      “Why do I want you by my side?”

      “Yes. No. I...why now? Why not before your boss called, huh? What did he say that made you suddenly decide it’s okay to be with me?”

      “They found the other woman. She was in New York this whole time. You’re not in any danger.”

      “That’s not the point!” she yells. I deserve her wrath, though it’s her tears that gut me. “You slept with me,” she continues, her voice thick with emotion. I can see her heart shattering before my eyes and I hate myself for doing this to her, for not telling her sooner how I feel about her. “I...I gave myself to you and I thought it meant something. I thought it was special. I thought…”

      Her voice breaks as the first tear falls.

      “Please, angel, don’t cry,” I beg.

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore!” she shouts. Good. Anger, I can deal with. Tears? Not so much.

      "I'm sorry, Keyera," I try again. "You're right, it's not my place to boss you around anymore. But I'm hoping…" I blow out a breath and bear my heart to the only woman I've ever loved. "I'm hoping you'll let me stick around and prove to you how much you mean to me. I'm hoping you'll let me plead for your forgiveness every day for the rest of our lives. I don't trust anyone, angel. But I do trust you. You have to believe that."

      Tears fall freely down her blotchy red cheeks and I can see that she’s torn.

      “What do you mean, for the rest of our lives?” Keyera whispers, tentative hope shining through all that pain and sadness.

      “I need you, angel. I love you. I love you so much. Please don’t leave me. Give me another chance to show you that you’re it for me. Let me prove just how much I need you.”

      “You love me?” she whispers and I nod, brushing a few strands of hair away from her face.

      “I had no idea I was capable of love, but Keyera, my angel, I must have saved all of it for you. You’re mine.” She glares at me, though there’s a sparkle in her eyes. “If you’ll have me,” I add, relieved when she huffs out a little laugh.

      “Is that the first time you’ve humbly asked for anything?” she teases, though her voice is still scratchy from crying. I cup her cheek in one hand, wiping her tears away and getting a better look at my beautiful angel.

      “Maybe, but it won’t be the last,” I murmur, leaning in to kiss her forehead, nose, and cheeks. I take her left hand in mine and lift it up, kissing her ring finger. Keyera gasps and darts her eyes from my eyes to my lips, where they are pressed to her skin. “When you’re ready, of course,” I whisper, setting her hand down and cupping the back of her neck. “I want it all with you, but I can wait. As long as I have you by my side, angel. Say you won’t leave me again. Say I get to keep you.”

      Keyera doesn’t say anything for a few moments. My heart is in my throat and I feel like I might pass out. Finally, she breaks out into a radiant smile, taking my breath away.

      “You can keep me,” she whispers onto my lips before kissing me soundly.

      I sink into her hot little mouth, though I let her take control this time. Her tongue tangles with mine, stroking, teasing, driving me up the fucking wall with need.

      When we finally break apart for air, we're both panting. "Thank fuck," I breathe out, resting my forehead on hers. "Because we need to get out of here, angel. You're safe with me, I promise," I assure her when she goes stiff in my arms. "But we need to lay low for a while. I was thinking Hawaii. Have you ever been?"

      “What about my car? And all my stuff?” she asks as I pull out of the gas station. She doesn’t seem all that concerned about it, which warms me up. Keyera trusts that I’ll take care of the details. She’s right, of course.

      “I’ll get you new stuff. And a new car. Whatever you want.”

      “Whatever I want?”

      “Christ, woman, I need to focus,” I grunt, cutting a glance in her direction. She laughs, the sweet sound filling the car as I speed toward the airport.

      Twenty minutes later, we’ve got our tickets for the next flight to Hawaii. We have about thirty minutes until it’s time to board, and I know exactly how I want to use them.

      My dick is rock hard and desperate to be inside her warmth. But my need is deeper, the ache greater than just needing to get off. I need to be inside of her, to be connected to her, to prove to her and myself that we’re still here despite the shit we’ve been through.  I can’t fucking wait another second.

      I look over my shoulder as we shuffle through the airport, then tug Keyera to the side when I spot a sign for a VIP lounge for some credit card bonus miles bullshit program. I just so happen to have a ton of credit cards under different aliases, one of which has access to this over-the-top lounge. I’ve never been more grateful as I swipe the damn thing through the box attached to the door, grunting when it clicks open.

      Pulling a confused Keyera inside, I lock eyes with the one other person in the room. The old man startles and then darts his eyes between us. His lip curls up on one side, knowing exactly what we’re up to. He opens his mouth to say something, but I cut him off.

      “Out!” I bark, not caring that I sound insane. He holds his hands out in surrender and scrambles out of his seat, grabbing his luggage and sprinting out the door.

      “Locke, what was—"

      My mouth covers hers, answering her question without words. I grip her hips and walk her backward, my lips never leaving hers.

      We break apart when her back hits the wall next to the closed door. She tilts her head back, gulping down air. I take a moment to appreciate her delicate beauty before moving one of the chairs in front of the door, just in case we get any visitors.

      “And just what do you think we’re going to be doing in here?” she says, eyeing me up and down with a sexy little smirk.

      I step in front of her, growling softly as I ghost my nose and lips up her throat. “I’m going to be doing you, sweet angel,” I murmur, nipping her skin.

      Before Keyera can say anything, I grip her hips and spin her around so she’s facing the wall. I smooth my hands over her round, juicy ass, and wrap my fingers around her hips, pulling her back into me so she can feel how hard I am for her. Keyera gasps and leans into me. I groan and kiss up and down her neck while she grinds against me, teasing me, driving me fucking crazy with her lithe little body.

      My hands slide underneath the hem of her shirt, spreading out over her soft stomach and then down to the waistband of her tight yoga pants. She moans and lifts one arm behind her head, her hand fisting my hair and drawing me closer to her, while her other hand rests on top of mine, guiding me down past the waistline of her panties.

      I take the hint and stroke her soaking wet slit, gliding my fingers through her folds. I rub her clit and then thrust two fingers into her tight little opening. A warm wave of her cream pools in my hand, making me growl.

      “Fuck, you’re my dirty fucking angel, aren’t you?”

      “Yes…” she whimpers, rocking her hips.

      "Jesus," I grunt. I withdraw my hand and peel her pants and panties halfway down her thighs before unzipping my pants and pulling myself out. "Hands in front of you, baby. Need to remind you who this pussy belongs to."

      Keyera moans and braces herself for my thickness. I grip her hips and slowly slide into her, feeling every inch of her silky heat squeeze around my cock. I pause when I’m fully seated inside of her, taking a moment to be with her like this, buried in her dripping cunt, connected to her in the most intimate of ways. I nuzzle into her shoulder, pressing light kisses there and breathing her in.

      Then I pull out and slam back into her, fucking the air out of her lungs with deep, steady strokes. I slide my hands underneath her shirt, gripping her tits and using them as leverage to thrust into her deeper, pull her closer, and grind against her harder.

      Moans fall from her lips as I fill her up over and over. She pushes back against me, giving as good as she’s getting.

      I continue kneading her breast with one hand, while sliding my other hand up her back, wrapping her long hair around my fist and yanking her head to the side. I crash my lips down on hers, prying her lips open for me so I can taste her while I fuck her.

      She kisses me back with a wild frenzy that almost outmatches my own. I open my mouth wider, needing more, needing to somehow get deeper, taste more of her, consume her completely.

      Keyera breaks our kiss, a jagged moan ripped from her core as she struggles to fill her lungs with oxygen. I feel her pussy tighten and flutter around me, letting me know she’s close. I back off, thrusting into her slowly, keeping her on the edge without pushing her over.

      She whines and wiggles her ass, but I just laugh darkly and suck on her neck, leaving another mark on my woman.

      “Locke, please…”

      “Please what, angel? Tell me what you want.”

      “I want you.”

      “You have me, angel. All of me.”

      “Prove it.”

      God fucking damn. I love this woman.

      I slap her ass, hard, and ram my fat cock into her, slicing into her juicy little cunt. I scrape my shaft against her front wall until she cries out, letting me know I found her most sensitive spot. I pound into it, again and again, gripping her ass cheeks and spreading her apart so I can watch her pussy swallow all of me. I growl at the sight of us. A perfect fucking fit.

      Keyera gasps for air and starts shaking in my arms. Her pussy throbs around me, coating my cock with more of her cream. Her entire body freezes as she sucks in a huge breath of air.

      Her pussy snaps around me, choking my dick so damn good as I feel her fall apart in my arms.

      “Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she repeats over and over, her soft, frenzied whimpers driving me to the point of no return. “I-I can’t, ohmygod, I can’t...take...it…”

      I smack her ass and pull her hair, tugging her head back as I lean forward, biting down on her shoulder. “You can, and you will. Take it. Fucking take what I give you.”

      I slap her ass again, making her gush all over me.

      “Locke! It hurts, it hurts so good, don’t stop, don’t ever stop.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I grit out, riding her ass hard with everything I am. Sloppy, wet, smacking sounds fill the empty room, adding to the soundtrack of Keyera’s breathy moans and my feral grunts.

      I wrap my arms around her hips right as her knees give out. Holding her up, I rut into her like a man possessed, driving both of us higher and higher, my muscles burning as I tense and flex and fuck her savagely.

      Sweat drips down my forehead and my balls draw up tight, the sharp sting of ecstasy shooting through my body just as Keyera fucking comes again. Her orgasm ignites my own, the white-hot flames traveling down my spine and shooting out of me, right into Keyera’s ripe pussy. I come so hard my balls ache and my cock feels raw.

      We tremble as we come back down, both of us taking shaky breaths. I nuzzle into the side of her neck, licking the sweat from her skin before kissing her there.

      “I love you,” I murmur as I pull out and tuck myself back into my pants. I gently turn Keyera around and smooth out her clothes, putting her back together while she leans against the wall in a daze.

      A sleepy, satisfied smile spreads across her face, forcing me to kiss the corners of her lips just to get a taste.

      “I love you, too,” she whispers. “I love you so much, Locke. I’ll be your prisoner any time,” she says with all that sass I love so much.

      “How about my partner? I don’t want you as my captive, I want you as my equal. My wife. The mother of my children.”

      Her eyes go wide and I worry for a moment that I said too much. But then her smile grows even wider as tears spring into those beautiful blue eyes. "I...I want that, too. It's crazy, right?"

      “It’s perfect,” I counter, pulling her into my arms and rocking her back and forth. “You’re perfect. I can’t believe you’re giving me your heart.”

      Keyera tips her head up, brushing her lips against my ear. “You better protect it,” she whispers.

      God, this woman. She’s my whole world. I grin at her before whispering, “I’ll keep it under lock and key.”
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      Keyera

      

      One Year Later…

      

      The sun beats down, warming my skin as I stretch out on the beach towel. Today is my day off and I’m out on the beach, enjoying the warm weather.

      A shadow falls over me and I tilt my head up, squinting against the sun.

      “Hey, boo,” I say, already knowing what’s coming.

      “You need sunscreen,” Locke says as he drops a baseball hat on my head and takes a seat in the sand next to my towel.

      He has a tube of sunscreen in his other hand and I sit up, letting him smooth the cream over my skin. Locke is a stickler for sunscreen. I know that he worries about me burning, but I think the bigger draw is getting to rub his hands over my body.

      We’ve been in Hawaii for the past year. Locke never even went back to New York. He said there wasn’t anything there for him anymore. I have a feeling he was nervous that if he went back his boss would sink his claws into him again, so he didn’t want to risk it.

      Our first stop out of Pittsburgh was Chicago, where Locke called in a favor with the Moscatelli family. He asked me what place I wanted to see most and I didn’t even hesitate. I told him Hawaii, as long as we could afford it. Turns out we could.

      Locke had been socking away all of the cash that he made doing jobs. He had enough money for us to move out here, buy a nice house right on the beach, and buy the jet ski rental hut nearby.

      The business is doing well. So well, in fact, that we’re talking about adding one or two more on the other islands. I do the books and payroll, but we have employees who work for us and run the day-to-day things. Locke said that he just wanted to relax and spend time with his wife.

      That had been a joke between us for a while since the passports and IDs that we got said that we were married. I never knew if Locke asked them to do that or if they just assumed when we walked in. If I had to guess, I would say that Locke asked them.

      He asked me to marry him three months after we got here. He said he wanted it to be official. I said yes, of course.

      Locke is the love of my life. He’s changed a lot since he stopped being the mafia’s enforcer. He smiles more now, even jokes with me on occasion. He’s terrible at it, but he’s getting better.

      I have high hopes he’ll be making terrible dad jokes before our baby gets here in seven months.

      When I told Locke the news, I had been nervous about his reaction. Did he even want kids? I didn’t need to be worried, though. He wants it all with me.

      He's already started babyproofing our house and I know he'll kill anyone who even so much as threatens to harm a hair on our kid’s head. He's going to be the best dad.

      He’s only grown more protective of me since I told him that I was pregnant. I expected that. My big growly alpha loved to follow me around before, but now it seems like even more of an obsession.

      I'm finally creating the family I was too afraid to even dream of. I had been so scared of winding up in a relationship like my parents had, but Locke is the furthest thing from my dad. He would do anything to care for and provide for me and our baby and I never have to doubt that because he shows me his love and devotion every single day.

      “Are you hungry, angel?” Locke asks, his lips skating up my neck to my ear.

      “I always am lately,” I say with a laugh and I feel Locke smile against my skin.

      “I’m slacking on my responsibilities, then,” he jokes and I lean back into him. “Let’s get you fed.”

      “If you insist,” I say, letting my husband pull me to my feet. “I love you, Locke.”

      “I know, angel. I love you, too.”

      His lips meet mine and I smile. I never would have guessed this would happen when I first woke up to him in my apartment, but him kidnapping me was the best thing to ever happen to me.

      He’s my dark knight. The captor of my heart.

      My happy ending.
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      Locke

      

      Five Years Later…

      

      I smile as I hold my little girl in my arms and watch my wife and son wade into the crystal clear blue water. Liam, my son, giggles as the waves come in, splashing against his stomach. My wife laughs, loving seeing our kid having fun.

      Keyera is the best mom. She’s so caring, so giving. She would do anything to put a smile on their faces and to make sure they’re safe. She spends her days making sure they both know how loved they are.

      Seeing her become a mom has only made me fall for her more. I didn’t think that was possible since I was already head over heels obsessed with her before, but the first time that I saw her with our son in her arms, I just fell deeper.

      We've expanded our jet ski rental business over the years and now we have three huts on each of the islands and over a hundred employees. I fill in where I'm needed, but for the most part, Keyera runs the business. She's in her element there, too. She loves making the decisions, loves running the numbers and showing me how successful she's made each rental hut. I couldn't be prouder of her and I know how important being self-sufficient and successful is to her, so I don't try to intervene.

      Instead, I stay home with the kids. I love driving Liam to school every day and then taking Rose home to play with her. My daughter has me wrapped around her finger. She has since the moment she was born and I’m powerless to say no to her.

      I think it’s the way that Rose looks up at me. She makes me feel like I’m her whole world. Like I’m her hero.

      “Daddy, can I touch the water?” Rose asks and I nod, already moving to do as she asks.

      Keyera and Liam are a little farther out in the water but they head back toward the beach when they see us approaching.

      “Is it cold?” Rose asks and I kneel down, dipping my fingers in the water.

      “No, honey. It feels good.”

      She nods, her face serious as she holds onto my hand and inches toward the surf. Liam is our fish. Rose is much more cautious of the water. Keyera keeps talking about getting her swimming lessons but I’m okay with her hanging out on the beach. I don’t have to worry about her in the water that way.

      “Are you having fun, Rosie?” Keyera asks as she crouches down next to our daughter.

      Rose nods, pointing to a seashell that she spots and I lift her up into my arms, holding Keyera’s hand with my other as we start to stroll down the beach back toward our house.

      We’re still in the same place that we bought when we first came out here. Keyera likes to be close to the water and I live to make my angel happy.

      We never had any other problems with my old boss. I had been worried at first. Worried that he or an old enemy would track us down, but over time, those worries have lessened. No one is looking for Locke anymore. He’s a ghost.

      We’re safe here. We have a life here, a family here.

      I’ve finally put down roots. I never thought that I would. Since I was ten years old, I’ve been alone and I had every intention of hopping from one place to the next until I died or was killed by someone.

      That plan started to change the second that I saw my angel.

      She changed everything for me. She made me want more. She made me dream of having something real.

      A family.

      I look over to my wife and kids. They’re all smiling, their hair blowing in the gentle breeze and I can’t help but smile with them as we head back home.

      Back where we all belong.
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        The Fallen

        Beautiful. Brutal. Wicked as sin.

        Five guys with the power of ten.

        Two with a secret that draws them together, and tears them apart.

        The more they deny it, the more it takes residence in their hearts.

        They fight with balled fists, sharp words, and hate in their eyes.

        Their story is one of powerful secrets and destructive lies.

        So in the end, will they live their truth, or die in denial?
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Tyce
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      “Tap out. Tap out.”

      My voice is a low growl in his ear as I tighten my grip on his neck. I feel his Adam's apple crushed against the crook of my arm, and for a moment I fear I may do him serious damage. Then I remind myself that's the game. This is what he signed up for, and if it’s not him locked in a lethal chokehold with a collapsed windpipe, it’s me.

      If he wants it to end, all he has to do is tap the fuck out. Otherwise, he’s going to pass out, and I’m not sorry. If he doesn’t want to end this the honorable way—by submitting and admitting defeat—then he can go out eating canvas. Not my fault or problem, but I’d be lying if I didn’t say that it pisses me the hell off.

      First, it’s disrespectful, and he knows it. It’s a hollow victory if the other guy doesn’t concede, and is lying on the mat with birds tweeting around their head like some lame-ass cartoon character. Second, it makes the winner question their position—like I just did, debating I should continue.

      Although that’s not so likely in matches like these where, for most guys, it’s a fight to the death, and anything goes. Still, even though I want the victory, I don’t want anyone’s death on my conscience, especially not his.

      Rage surges through my body at the way he’s trying to pussy out and make a fool out of me. I squeeze tighter, at this point no longer giving a fuck about the consequences. It’s not on me to worry about the outcome or implications for him. It’s on me to win at all costs, and as for the rest...that’s what referees are for.

      Speaking of which, as my opponent squirms below me increasingly erratically, I cast around looking for the ref, and when my eyes level with his feet, I twist my head as far as I can so that I can look up at him, and make eye contact.

      I do my best to give him a what the actual fuck? look, but between pressing my body down onto the one beneath me, and tightening my grip on his neck, it’s hard to do. I know he sees me, though, and he gets it, but for the brief moment that our eyes lock, he just shrugs, as though to say “not my problem.”

      Jesus Christ. If it’s not his problem, and sure as shit isn’t mine, then whose problem is it? Apart from the guy I’m in danger of ending, and if he doesn’t tap out, he can bet his fucking life that he’s going to have a huge motherfucking problem on his hands. Namely, me.

      “Tap. The fuck. Out.” I grit the words out again, feeling the strain all through my body.

      “No!” His voice is nothing but a hiss but the determination in it is clear.

      I jerk my arm even harder and rear up, tightening my grip again. We're both panting, and he's struggling against me, trying to get out of my grip. Why the fuck doesn't he just tap out?

      This stubborn motherfucker is going to let me kill him before he submits.

      Despite becoming increasingly tired, I dig deep and jerk up again, squashing his larynx harder. Although he’s still pushing with all his might, his energy is waning. He’s not the only one.

      “Just give up, asshole. Tap out.”

      He can barely move, but somehow manages to eke out the word no again in a low, broken-sounding croak. Motherfucker.

      “Five... four... three... two... one…And out!”

      Finally!

      I hear the ref counting him out somewhere in what seems like the distant background, but I keep holding him a little while longer—even though I know it's all over—almost as though I’m just trying to make sure.

      I finally loosen my grip and struggle to my feet. My opponent doesn’t move for a few seconds, and for the briefest micro-moment, I again worry that I’ve done him some kind of permanent damage.

      But then he starts to cough—deep wracking barks—and very slowly draws his knees up to his chest, so I know he’s okay. Or at least breathing, which is a good start.

      I heave an involuntary sigh of relief, then want to bitch slap myself for worrying in the first place. How many times do I have to tell myself the same thing? Not. My. Problem.

      The referee grabs my hand and yanks it into the air, screaming the result of the match in my favor, officially declaring me the winner. But while I appreciate the victory—or any victory, for that matter—as I pump my fists in the air and wave to the crowd, I don’t enjoy the glory as much as I normally do. Nor can I seem to turn away from the loser as he lies on the mat, still struggling to recover.

      Moments later he’s on the move, I assume trying to get to his feet. When he’s more or less in the fetal position, he rolls slowly onto one side like an aged snail, before hoisting himself onto all fours.

      Scratch that. Snails move faster than people give them credit for, and I’ve seen them do their thing quicker than this guy is right now. He’s more like a sloth. It’s so slow, it’s painful to watch. So is the way he hangs his head, like it weighs one-hundred pounds, and is dragging his entire body down.

      But then the skull is the heaviest bone in the body, and he’s a big guy, so maybe that’s not too far from the truth. It would be a lot of weight to carry if he’s feeling as bad as he looks.

      He might not have his airways restricted by my arm any longer, but breathing still isn’t coming easy—he almost coughs up a lung, and he’s barely moved. I watch in fascination as he slowly, and not at all surely, staggers to his feet. It’s a wonder to me that he’s functioning at all, let alone standing.

      I extend my hand to him—as a courtesy and a tradition of the game, whereby it’s customary to shake before and after the match, regardless of the outcome—but he looks at it as though it’s crafted from festering dung, spits out a mouthful of blood, then slowly flips me the bird.

      Fuck this asshole. I was trying to be sporting, but if that’s how he wants to play it, it’s his funeral. I won the match no matter what, so he can be a whiny little bitch and wallow in his bullshit self-pity for all I care. It’s not going to change the outcome, and just makes him look like a crybaby douchecanoe.

      In the locker room, I take an extra-long shower, going over the match play-by-play in my mind. It was a solid win, but I’m still totally pissed that I didn’t get the tap out I wanted. Stupid, for sure, but for some reason, it’s bothering me. I stay in the shower until the water runs cold, hoping that it’s enough time to wash off the negativity, so I can properly enjoy my victory.

      When I can’t stand the icy water anymore, I get out and get dressed before heading out into the cool night air. The locker room is deserted when I leave, as everyone else showered quickly and left ages ago, and were probably chilling out somewhere by now, while I’d wallowed under the hot, then warm, then cold water for way longer than was reasonable.

      Outside in the street, I turn up my collar and brace myself against the cold, idly kicking pebbles with my toes, staring at my box-fresh sneakers as I walk toward the parking lot. That is, until I slam into a wall of muscle that stops me in my tracks.
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      “What the fuck?” The words tear from my lips, piercing the silent night air like bullets from an automatic weapon.

      “Yeah, it’s ‘funny,’ because that's what I'm asking myself, and have been since you robbed me of the match.” His voice is equally sharp as he fires back at me.

      Although we’re already uncomfortably close, instead of stepping back to get out of my way, he does the reverse, barreling his chest into mine—way too far into my personal space for my liking.

      Every instinct in me is screaming to step back, but I hold my ground, instead, squaring up to him with my chest taut and flexed. It’s not like he doesn’t know I can take him. He has the split lip, bloody nose, blackening eye, and blemish on his fight stats to prove it. Not to mention the bruised neck, and what I’m guessing is a very sore throat.

      “Ha ha ha ha! Is that your attempt at a joke? Or are you high right now? Maybe you took too many pain meds after I fucked you up back there. Is that it? Some kind of opioid-induced paranoia?” I can’t even believe he just said what he did. Where the hell does he get off?

      “Fuck you, asshole. That was a bad play, and you know it. You fucking stole that win from me.”

      “You’re goddamned deluded, for real. I didn’t steal shit, and you weren’t robbed. I won fair and square. You lost. If you think different, not only do you need your head examined, but you should also take your grievance up with the ref, who clearly agreed with me.”

      “Yeah, well, he's only human. Humans make mistakes, and he definitely did today. Either that, or the whole thing was fixed to suit the ‘investors.’ Either way, you know as well as I do that there’s no way of approaching him about it. It's not like there's a governing body or board of appeals I can go to, and even if there was, there would be no point. What’s done is done, especially if he's in someone's pocket.”

      “Jesus, do you find it so hard to believe that maybe you just lost fair and square? It's not the first time, either in the cage or on the mat, and if I have anything to do with it, it definitely won't be the last. Get over it. Get a grip on yourself. Get on with your life. And get the hell out of my way.” He steps forward again.

      “Who are you to tell me what to do with my life?” I curl my fists instinctively, ready for the fight that my gut tells me is inevitable. “Dude, you need to back the fuck up.” The anger is obvious in my voice, and getting worse the longer we argue.

      “Is that right? And what are you going to do about it if I don't?” He steps forward again.

      This time, he's so close, I can feel his heartbeat banging rapidly against his rib cage.

      “This. This is what I'm going to do about it.” I raise my arms and shove him with all my might, noting the flex of his chest as I do.

      He is a strong guy—it's obvious by looking at him—but I would know even more than most. But even with his build and stature, he’s tired and beat up, so the push is enough to send him stumbling back a few steps, recoiling in shock.

      “Ha! Really? Is that how you're going to play it?” He charges me back as he speaks. Like him, I'm no small fry, yet I also stumble a little with the force of the impact. Fuck this bullshit. I have neither the time nor the patience for any of it.

      “Seriously? You need to check your motherfucking ego. I won. Now deal with it like a man, and stop acting like a pussy. Or don’t, but either way, stay out of my goddamn way.”

      “Did you just call me a pussy?” He shoves me again. His eyes sparking with anger.

      “Nah, I said stop acting like a pussy, not that you are one. But you know what? If the cap fits...” I tug on the peak of his snapback, knowing it's going to piss him off further, but I don't care. I’m mad as all hell now, and ready to end this “conversation,” by any means necessary.

      I don't even register the fact that with every move and shove, he's backing me into a corner—literally—until it's too late. Now here I am, suddenly up against the perimeter walls of the parking lot with nowhere to go.

      The blow to the solar plexus shouldn’t be a shock, and yet for a very short moment, it is, although it doesn’t take me long to recover myself and go into Beast Mode.

      I lunge fast, instantly throwing a mean right hook that we’re both going to live to regret. After that, everything is a blur of arms and legs raining blows and kicks on both sides, with fists, knees, elbows, shins, and whatever other body parts we can each manage to connect.

      I’m tired, and I know he must be too, but still, I continue fighting. I have no choice. Close to the point of exhaustion, I somehow manage to maneuver us so that he’s the one with his back to the wall, and in another few swift moves, I shoot my hand out to his neck, squeezing tight.

      Anger courses through my veins, leaving a path of fury in its wake. “Man, are you out of your tiny little cocksucking mind? I already ended you in the cage. You want me to fucking kill you for real out here?” I thrust my face right into his, yelling at the top of my lungs. He’s pushed me too far, and now I can’t see anything but blind, uncontrollable rage.

      “No, I want this.” His voice is a dry croak, but loud enough for me to hear the anger burning through it as he grits his teeth.

      For a moment, it’s as though we’re moving in slo-mo. When he reaches out to grab my neck, I know what’s coming, but I also know it’s too late to do anything about it. All I can do now is brace myself for the crack of bone followed by searing pain when he headbutts me, and hope to God I don’t pass out on impact. If I do, it’s all over for sure, and I won’t even be able to defend myself.

      When, instead of his strong forehead connecting with the bridge of my nose, his hands yank at my neck, dragging it roughly toward him and causing his lips to crash painfully against mine, the shock is like nothing I’ve ever felt.

      Suddenly, the already dark night is blacker as my vision shuts down to exclude everything except him. His lips, the way they feel crushed against mine, the ripple of his muscles as he pushes his chest against me once again, the smell of shampoo in his wet hair, and the riot of feelings racing through my body.

      He jerks his arms my way again, and brings his lips down harder, grinding them so roughly against mine that I feel his warm blood, probably as a result of re-opening his split lip. The action wrenches my thoughts back into my brain, and the feeling back into my hands.

      I shove him away again by the shoulders, so hard that his head cracks backward against the wall. I wince a little at the sound and guilt floods my mind until I quickly remind myself what I’m so pissed about.

      “Motherfucker! What the actual hell?” I swipe at my lips, confirming my earlier suspicion as I stare down at the red liquid staining my fingertips. “Jesus Christ.”

      I bellow the words, and they blow around the deserted lot like discarded trash. I’m panting, and my breath scorches through my lungs in jagged hot spikes, so rough that I can barely breathe.

      I step back and begin pacing like a caged animal, my fists curled so tightly that my hands ache right up to my wrists. It’s taking every ounce of willpower in me not to do what I threatened to before, and knock him the fuck out. “What the fuck? What the hell were you thinking?” I inquire again, given I didn’t get an answer the first time, and it very much wasn’t a rhetorical question. I want a fucking explanation.

      He opens his mouth to explain.

      “No, actually, don’t answer that. Just know that if you ever even think of doing anything like that again, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what? What are you gonna do? Tell me, I’m all ears.” Either he’s insane, or he has a death wish or a lethally reckless combination of both. Something has to be wrong in his brain for him to be goading me this way.

      He kicks off the wall and strides toward me, closing the gap I just created between us. His eyes are menacingly taunting, and I want to gouge them out rather than look into them, yet somehow, I can't bring myself to look away.

      “Tell me, Tyce…I’m waiting.”

      I ball my fist again, seriously ready to end this asshole. I step into his personal space again, and drop my voice so that it’s a menacing growl.

      “I’m going to—”

      If it’s possible to have an out-of-body experience while standing and awake, that’s what’s happening to me.

      That’s the only explanation for the fact that instead of punching his lights out, like I'd had every intention of doing, I reach out and grab his neck the same way he grabbed mine, then pummel him with my lips, kissing him right back.
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      Whatever shock Tyce feels when I kiss him, I’m sure it’s nothing compared to my own shock that I did it, and then my total disbelief when he returns the favor.

      Not that I had any predetermined ideas about how the interaction was going to play out, because to do that, I would have had to think it through. And as much as Tyce had been on my mind since the night before, the thought of just grabbing him and kissing him couldn’t have been further from my mind, even when I was doing it.

      From my conscious mind, anyway, but some part of my brain must have been planning to shoot my shot, otherwise I wouldn’t have done it. Presumably, it was the same part that then decided that a deserted parking lot after a contentious fight was the right time to make my move.

      But the biggest shock is the fact that currently, my mouth is battling with Tyce’s, and it’s not just me doing the kissing. I try to shut out the noise in my mind and focus on what’s going down between us, because I’m sure it’s about to come to a screaming halt any moment now.

      When instead of ending the kiss, then trying to end me, Tyce pushes his tongue between my lips and begins exploring my mouth, I can’t even think straight to figure out what the fuck is going on, but greedily, I go with it. I figure I should take whatever he has to give because this is my one bite of this cherry—the epitome of one and done—because it will no doubt end our friendship.

      Once Tyce comes to his senses he’s probably going to try to take me out, and even if he doesn’t he’s for sure not going to want anything to do with me ever again, which is going to make life more than a little difficult for both of us, since our lives are pretty intricately woven. Between the guys, school wrestling, and our occasional “extracurricular” fights like tonight's, we pretty much can’t escape each other.

      I push the thoughts to the back of my mind and decide to enjoy the moment, for as long as it lasts. I’m not sure if we’re kissing or fighting, or some bizarre combination of the two, but it’s the fiercest, most brutal kiss I’ve ever shared with anyone. Shared isn’t the right word. Exchanged I guess comes closest to what is going down between us, but even then, it still isn’t an accurate description of what’s going down right now.

      We’re wild, feral, even—tearing at each other like starving wolves in the forest. If I’ve ever kissed anyone, or been kissed so ferociously, I can’t remember it. But then again, with the riot of thoughts tumbling through my mind, I can’t remember much of anything, except how frustratingly good whatever it is we’re doing feels.

      It’s the first time I’ve ever kissed anyone fueled by as much anger as I am right now, but I can’t figure out if it’s an adrenalin hangover from the fight, or if it’s fresh venom. Hell, I can’t even tell who I’m more pissed at, myself, or him.

      Needing to do something, anything, to quell my unease, I reach out for Tyce’s biceps, squeezing them hard as I whirl us around so that he has his back to the wall. Then I march forward rapidly so that he slams against it again, with a loud “oof” heaved directly into my mouth.

      I steal the sound, fusing my lips back to his and sealing us tightly together. Now that I have him backed against the wall, I use the fact that he’s hemmed in place to my advantage, moving in to lean my body hard against his at the same time as I draw my arm upward, and bring my forearm to rest across his windpipe.

      I lean in more. Not enough to hurt him, but definitely enough to assert my dominance and hinder his breathing a little. Fuck, his mouth feels, and tastes, so good. The addition of his labored breathing, as he pants a little under the weight of the pressure on his throat goes straight to my balls, and they’re fit to explode.

      Tyce begins clawing at my arms, squeezing my biceps hard, as I brace against him. I can't tell if he’s pulling me closer to him or pushing me away, and maybe he can’t, either, as his nails bite into my flesh. It’s a little painful, but in the best of ways. Seconds later, the sensation is drowned out by my awareness of his erection pressed against mine. Holy shit.

      I swear to God, at that moment all the blood in my entire body rushes to my dick, to the point where not only am I harder than I’ve ever been, but I’m also a little lightheaded. That sensation is what eventually brings me to my senses. I hate feeling so out of control.

      I pull away from Tyce’s mouth leaving him mid-kiss and surprised at the abrupt end to our connection.

      “Jesus Christ. Motherfucker!” His breath is labored, I’m guessing both due to arousal, and the fact that I had been restricting his airflow with my forearm. “Goddamnit Thunder, wh—” I shove my hand over his mouth. The last thing I want right now is to hear his questions, let alone have to think of the answers. I apply more pressure, and in response, Tyce starts clutching at my arms again, and this time his intentions are all-too clear as he bites down hard on the flesh of my palm.

      “Shit.”

      I drop my hand from his mouth and bring it straight to his crotch, grabbing his boner and squeezing it hard through his jeans. I lower the other hand, but instead of squeezing him again, I snatch at his waistband, tearing the button open like a kid at Christmas impatient to unwrap his new toy, which is a pretty accurate description of how I feel.

      “Thunder.” The warning note in Tyce’s voice is strong, but I ignore it as I tug his zipper down with zero finesse. “Thunder, I mean it.” He’s clearly pulling at my arms now; there’s no confusion in my mind as I reach into his open fly and grab his rock-hard dick. Like me, he’s commando after the fight. I squeeze hard again, relishing the fact that, as much as he’s trying to stop me, Tyce’s breath catches in his throat with the increased pressure.

      “Oh shit.” He’s got that right.

      He leans his head against the wall, screwing his eyes tight shut, but the arousal is still clear on his face.

      “Thunder?” Just like before, I don’t answer. What the fuck would I even say? Not only that, but I wouldn’t miss watching him as he reacts to me this way for anything. It’s hot as hell.

      Instead of speaking, I squeeze his dick tighter, smirking to myself as his entire body jolts in response.

      Still holding his dick, I lower myself to a crouch, then drop my sports bag to the ground and kneel on it in front of him.

      “Thunder.” I still don't answer, just observe him as he brings his head away from the wall and looks down at me. His dick pulses in my hand as I apply even more pressure.

      “Thunder!” He yells the word as I extend my tongue to lick the drop of pre-cum from his tip, then quickly flick it to his banjo string, licking slowly and purposefully, as though savoring the flavor. Tyce quivers slightly, and while I think for a moment he’s going to pull away or push me away for real this time, he stays where he is.

      I circle the tip of his dick with my tongue a few more times, then very slowly lower my head so that my lips are now where my tongue just was. I hover there for a moment, again testing whether he’s going to pull the plug. Again he doesn’t. I lean further forward, this time taking his dick into my mouth. Tyce’s body jolts hard against the wall, and I know we’re done. I guess I crossed the line of his comfort zone.

      He stills and so do I, and I swear to God, I feel like for a moment the earth stops orbiting the sun, and my heart stops beating. Tyce is as still as the night air around us. Until he’s not. Just when I’m about to straighten, then stand up, he moves. Finally, I brace myself for the end of our interaction and the inevitable fallout. It's not going to be pretty.

      He thrusts his hips forward sharply, and in my shock, it takes me a few moments to register what this means. When he reaches for the back of my head, slides his fingers into my hair, and pulls my mouth further down his shaft, I get the message loud and clear.

      I follow his lead, moving back and forth as he thrusts and pulls, taking his dick deep as I can, while trying not to gag. Tyce moans his appreciation between thrusts, and I know I’m on the right track.

      I grab his balls and the base of his dick and apply firm pressure, while at the same time, tightening my mouth and lips to suck his dick harder. They say for every action there’s an equal and opposite reaction, but in this case, Tyce’s reaction is ten-fold. He rams his dick into my mouth like a man possessed.

      When he grabs my head with both hands, jerks his hips like he’s riding a bucking horse, while holding me in place, I’m not sure I’m even still on the track, because it feels like I'm riding a runaway train.

      Tyce shoots his load at the back of my throat then almost immediately recoils as though coming gave him an eclectic shock. Now I’m pretty sure the train has derailed.
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      I jerk back and a little to the side, abruptly pulling my dick out of Thunder’s mouth.

      “What the fuck, man?” I'm instantly back to being a ball of rage, as though my feelings were just on hold while I lost myself in the pleasure of having my dick sucked so expertly.

      “What?”

      He straightens up, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and looking at me like I’ve lost my mind, which coincidentally, is exactly what I’m thinking about him.

      “What do you mean, ‘what’? What fucking planet are you on? I’m not gay. You should know that as well as anyone.” As I speak, I tuck my dick back inside my jeans and yank the zipper closed so hard and so fast, I’m lucky I didn’t get myself caught in it. I wince at the thought.

      He folds his arms and glares at me. “And neither am I. You should know that as well as anyone.”

      “I mean, I’m not into guys,” I clarify.

      He throws his head back and laughs hard and long, while I stand stock still—glaring at him, for all the good it will do. He has his head tipped back and his eyes closed, so can’t even see me.

      “What the hell is so funny?” I truly fail to see even a faintly amusing side of this situation, and am struggling to keep my temper in check while he laughs like a crazy person.

      “Nothing. Nothing is even remotely funny.”

      Well, that’s one thing we agree on, at least. “Then why the hell are you laughing?”

      “It’s just that it’s a little hard—pun intended—to take your claim not to be into guys seriously when I still have the taste of your cum in my mouth, that's all.” I swear to God, I'm going to kill this motherfucker.

      “Fuck you!” I realize it’s a poor choice of words as soon as they’re out of my mouth.

      “Okay, but the parking lot isn't the ideal spot, so...your car or mine?” How he can drop wisecracks at a time like this is beyond me. Maybe he really is out of his mind.

      Either way, I’m about to punch his fucking lights out. “Seriously, Jackson, this isn’t a joke.”

      “I’m not joking, and I’ll show exactly how much I’m not playing if you call me that again.”

      He drops his arms, and squares up to me, just like before.

      “I. Don’t. Like. Guys.”

      "Do you think if you yell it a little louder, you’ll convince me? Because I have to be honest, right now, I doubt you’re even convincing yourself.” When did Thunder become such a frustrating asshole? Scratch that. I guess he’s always been one—we all are, but it never really bothered me until now.

      “Jesus Christ. I don’t. This is the first time...I mean, I’ve never…” This whole fucking thing is insane. We’re going around in circles.

      “Kissed a guy when it’s not a dare or spin the bottle?” he supplies for me.

      I nod.

      “Let a guy suck your dick?”

      I nod again.

      “Come in a guy’s mouth?”

      Another nod.

      “Enjoyed it?”

      Yet more nodding.

      “All of the above. But you obviously do like guys?” I look at my feet as I ask the question.

      Thunder exhales loudly but doesn’t speak. The moment yawns out between us for what feels like days until eventually, curiosity gets the better of me—which was no doubt his intention—and I look up to meet his waiting gaze.

      He rakes his hand through his hair and sighs again. “I mean, I like girls. Obviously. A lot. And mostly. Like ninety-five percent of the time. But then sometimes. Not very often…” He lets the end of the sentence hang in the air, and I genuinely have no idea how he would have finished it if he did.

      “So what, you’re bi?”

      “I wouldn’t say that, as such.” Huh?

      “Then what the hell would you say?” I can feel the anger bubbling inside me again, though I’m not entirely sure why.

      “I would say exactly what I just said. Ninety-five percent of the time I’m all about the pussy. The other five percent, not so much.”

      “So like I said, you’re bi.”

      “Sure. If putting a label on it—no, actually, on me—makes you feel better, let’s call it bi. It honestly doesn’t make any difference to me one way or the other, and it definitely doesn’t help you any.”

      “I’m not following you.” Ain't that the truth? I can't remember a time when I've been more confused for so many reasons.

      “Clearly. But think about it; how does defining what you think I am, have any bearing on your status?”

      “It doesn’t, but I don’t need a definition beyond the one I already have. I’m straight.”

      “So having your dick sucked by a guy, fucking his face, then coming down his throat like your life depended on doesn’t change anything for you?” Now it's his turn to look at me like I'm not firing on all cylinders.

      “Why should it?”

      “Again...dude over here, bro.”

      "What can I say?” I shrug. “A mouth, is a mouth, is a mouth, is a mouth, am I right? They all feel the same with my eyes closed, and I just really fucking love blowjobs.”

      “Sure. Okay, if that’s how you want to play it.” He looks at me like I'm a disappointment.

      Fuck him. “I’m not ‘playing’ anything any way. Yeah, I let you suck my dick, but that doesn’t me—”

      “What the hell? You ‘let’ me suck your dick? Are you out of your living mind? Were you in a whole different parking lot from me? Because here, in this fucking lot, I kissed you, and you kissed me back. I started sucking your dick, and you grabbed my head and fucked my face with all your might. You didn’t ‘let’ me do anything. You took part. Then you came in my mouth. You can’t then try to act like you weren’t a willing participant. You were. Not only that, you enjoyed it—you shot a massive load. That means something.”

      “You fuck one goat,” I mutter, more to myself than anything.

      “Goat? What the hell are you talking about, now?”

      “It’s something my gramps used to say. You fuck one goat, that doesn’t make you a goat fucker. It means that one action, or choice, or point in your life doesn’t define you.”

      “But that’s not true, is it?” He glares at me so hard, I swear he’s trying to bore through to my soul. “I mean, if you murder one person, you’re a murderer. If you rape one person, you’re a rapist.”

      I roll my eyes. “But this is nothing like those examples. They’re crimes.”

      “True. Committing one crime makes you a criminal, but there are other examples.”

      “Like what?” My patience is wearing thinner than Mr. Carlisle’s hair.

      “Like...you take part in one Olympics, you’re an Olympian. You take part in one spaceflight, and you’re an astronaut. In fact, to be classed as an astronaut, you don't even have to go into motherfucking space.”

      “Okay, point taken, but they’re still not the same, either. This isn’t a crime or a job, it’s sex.”

      “Whatever." He rolls his eyes as though I'm dumb as shit.

      “All I’m saying is just because we did this...I did this with you, one time it doesn’t mean anything.” Or it shouldn't.

      “Oh, it means something. You fuck one guy—”

      “We didn’t fuck.”

      “That's semantics, but okay. You fuck with one guy—”

      “It means I was tired and wired after the match. My guard was down, and my judgment was off. That’s all.”

      “That so?”

      “Yeah.” I nod to emphasize my point.

      “What just happened was a momentary lapse in judgment, is that what you’re going with?” He looks at me like I'm about as trustworthy as the average politician.

      “It’s not what I’m going with, it’s how it is. It’s the truth.”

      “What about the second, third, and fourth times? Also lapses?”

      “There hasn't been a second, third, or fourth time.

      "But there will be." His attitude has never bothered me before. Excessive confidence spilling over into outright arrogance is a trait all of our group of friends have in common, but right now, it's all I can do not to cave his face in with my fist.

      "There's not going to be another time.”

      “And denial isn’t a river in Egypt.”

      “What?”

      Thunder smirks. “Just something my grandma used to say. It means—”

      “I know what it means, but this isn’t that. This was a mistake. That’s all. It won’t happen again.”

      “And what about last night, was that a mistake too?”

      “No, it was a dare. You know that as well as I do.”

      “Lapse in Judgment. Mistake. Dare. Got it.” The way he sneers the words suggests otherwise. “And what about the vibe? Was that part of the dare, too?”

      “What vibe?” I sneer the words as though Thunder is a card-carrying moron.

      “Oh, that’s how you’re going to play it, is it?”

      “I’m not playing anything.”

      “So you’re telling me that the vibe between us when we first kissed—no, wait, when you kissed me—was all in my head?”

      “I can’t say what was going on with you, but for me, there was no vibe. It was just theatrics. Playing up to the crowd. You know how it goes.” I shrug noncommittally.

      Thunder stands as still as I’ve ever seen anyone, staring at me unblinkingly for the longest time. I can’t tell if he's willing me to say or do something, or trying to stop himself from doing the same.

      In the end, neither of us say or do anything for the longest time, but Thunder eventually breaks the stalemate by turning on his heel and walking across the lot to his car without another word.

      I watch him, then stand in stunned statue-like silence long after he’d burns out of the lot in a haze of smoking rubber and exhaust fumes, wondering what the fuck just happened.
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      I look around the girl’s common area and wonder what the fuck I’m even doing here. I swear to God, hanging out with the Heels Up twins and their crew of brainless flunkies isn’t even close to my idea of a good way to spend Friday night, but unless I want to hang in my room alone, that’s pretty much the extent of the social activities on offer tonight.

      In some ways, chilling in my room is actually more appealing. I could hook up some porn, and see how many times I can jerk off in a row before I get bored, or my arm aches too much.

      Scratch that, if it’s about bicep strength, I could go all night. I pluck another beer from the table, and figure I’ll slide out unnoticed, and drink it during jerk fest.

      “Don’t even think about it.” Tyce’s voice in my ear takes me by surprise.

      “Think about what?”

      “You’re telling me you weren’t just about to bail and leave me in wannabe sorority sister hell?” He nods toward Jazzy and another girl whose name I don’t care to remember, making out on one of the couches.

      My dick twitches in an idle ‘am I even really that interested?’ kind of way. The truth is, I’m not, really—the quality on Porn Collector is so much better, and I don’t even have to talk to anyone to watch it.

      “Nah. I was just... Okay, you got me. I was gonna duck back to my room and jerk off until I wore the lines off the palm of my hand.”

      “Sounds like a good idea. I might do the same.”

      My head snaps his way, and I grin at him, amused at the look of confusion on his face caused by my reaction. “You’re gonna come to my room and jerk off until your palm is shiny?” I put him out of his misery, answering his unasked question.

      “What?” The other shoe finally drops. “Hahaha, no, you jackass, you know what I mean. I’d rather be back at my room slapping my sausage than stuck in a cliché scene from some corny-ass teen movie.” He returns my grin.

      “What the fuck are we even doing here?”

      He shrugs. “I dunno, man, but it says everything about the sorry state of the social scene this weekend if this is the best available option. Even Zeph’s here, for Christ's sakes.”

      “Yeah, I know, but is it really the best we can do? I mean, why didn’t we just hang out in The Abyss and get lit? Would have been better than this.”

      “True that. Listening to you on guitar is better than overhearing endless conversations about nail extensions, or whatever the hell. Marginally better, but still better.” He indicates the small margin with a pincer movement of his thumb and index finger.

      “Fuck you.” I elbow him in the ribs.

      “Ouch! I fucking meant it, you asshole.”

      “Yeah, but that’s like saying my playing is only slightly better than listening to cats being strangled.” I shoot Tyce a death stare.

      “Look, I just say the words that are in my head. I’m not responsible for how they’re interpreted, but for the record, that’s not what I meant at all. I like your playing.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. It’s Zeph who hates it.” He grins.

      “Yeah, but Zeph hates everything and everyone, so no surprises there.” It’s true. At least, it kind of feels that way sometimes.

      Like as far as Zeph goes, nothing makes the grade or comes anywhere near to matching up to his high standards. I honestly don’t know how Tyce copes as his best friend. It’s bad enough for me, Lennon, and Jagger just being in his inner circle—which has been affectionately nicknamed "The Fallen," by the other kids at St. Joseph's Academy. I can’t even imagine the shit Tyce has to deal with behind closed doors when it's just the two of them. The bullshit Zeph throws down in front of the rest of us is plenty bad enough for me.

      “We should be getting an early night, anyway, so I suppose this party being boring as shit is doing us a favor. At least we won’t have FOMO when we leave  to get a good night’s sleep while everyone's partying.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s a silver lining.”

      “And actually, while we’re on that tip…” He reaches for my still-unopened beer, and plucks it from my hands.

      “What the fuck?”

      “The fight, remember?” How could I forget? We were literally just talking about it. “When I whoop your ass, I don’t want you to be able to say it was because you were hungover.” He's clearly out of his fucking mind.

      “Hahahaha! You’re telling me about not drinking and catching an early night, when there you are, quite clearly high if you really believe that, Tyce. Where did you stash your crack pipe? Don’t be stingy—give it up. I want a hit too. It must be good stuff if it has you that twisted.” I throw my head back and laugh hard.

      “Oh really? It’s like that, is it? I mean, we all know I have access to the good shit”—Though not crack, because who the fuck does that?—“but truly, I should be the one asking you where you get yours from. Or are you just high off your own supply?”

      “Nah man, we’ll see who’s laughing tomorrow, when—”

      “Okay everybody, this party is getting boring, let’s shake shit up a little.” Trinity is on top of one of the tables shrieking at full volume as though she’s addressing a stadium full of people, not in the girl’s common area in front of a couple of handfuls of her peers. “Let’s play a game!”

      I groan inwardly and roll my eyes outwardly, knowing that it’s going to be one of a small selection of stupid games that we always play. I shift my weight, ready to make my way toward the door, but Tyce nudges me. “Stay a while. We might be able to turn around a boring night.”

      I very much doubt that, but I don’t move. “Let’s play slap or kiss,” yells Divinity, following on from her twin sister. The sooner the twins realize that their double act is so far from cute it’s not even funny, the better.

      “Yass!” This is Jazzy, the twins’ ride or die cheer squad, and all-round fetch and carry bitch. “I’ll go grab my crucifix.” Case in point: she hurries out of the room as though the future of the world depends on her personal crucifix being used instead of a bottle in a kissing game.

      While Jazzy is away, the twins have some of their other minions push the furniture to the edges of the room, then they round us up like they’re sheepdogs and herd us into a circle.

      The whole thing is a pain in the ass.

      “Well, I think you all know how to play this already, but just in case...basically like in Spin the Bottle, we take turns to spin the cross. Whoever it lands on, the spinner will either kiss or slap. No swaps, no passes, no, ’I don’t kiss boys/girls.’ You kiss who the cross lands on. Period. The spinner leaves the room while the rest of us decide which it’s going to be, kiss or slap. The victim doesn’t get a vote. The vote is final,” Divinity explains in her annoyingly fake baby voice.

      “Some ground rules before we start.” Trinity takes over again. “Everyone must take a turn at spinning the cross. Nobody’s here just to spectate. You’re all-in, or you’re out. There's the door." She motions to it. "Leave now." Nobody moves, so she nods her head in satisfaction. "Whichever you end up doing, slapping or kissing, you go hard or go home. Slap means full force, full palm slap to the face. Kiss means Frenchie. We want tongues and body contact. You have to touch them, like hands in their hair, or on their neck, or at their waist, or neck, and then kiss. Bonus points for an ass grab.”

      She puckers up and demonstrates what she means, closing her eyes and groping at the empty air in front of her with her mouth open as she twists and turns her tongue, simulating a French kiss, as though any of us are unsure what making out is. So fucking dumb.

      It’s rare if ever that I would be relieved to hear Divinity’s voice as she cuts in again, but that’s the kind of night I’m having. “The length of the kiss will be determined by pulling a number from this jar.” She holds it in the air like it’s fucking Excalibur. “The number of slaps will be determined by pulling a number from this jar.” She gives the second jar the Excalibur treatment, also. Kill. Me. Now.

      “There’s no backing out of this. Not only will you look like a loser for life if you can’t hack it, but we’ll also be handing out forfeits from here—” She holds up yet another jar, and I idly wonder where the fuck they’re getting them all from. They’re not just regular jars for pb or jelly, but the massive ones I’ve seen before in those Ye Olde English Sweet Shoppe places here in the city, and the real deal I’ve visited on vacation in England. Weird. “These are waaaaaaay worse than anything you’ll have to do in here tonight, and we will be enforcing them. You have been warned.” I choke back the laughter that threatens to bubble out of my mouth, but the girls are definitely a joke, just not a very funny one.

      “Any questions?” the twins trill in unison.

      No, because even the dumbest of us here have an IQ of more than four. Actually, I do have a question. If I went to jail for double, or triple homicide what age would I be when I got out, taking into account good behavior and parole?

      The game gets underway, and I’m again surprised that Zeph takes part, as it’s really not his bag. Not that it’s mine, or Tyce’s, either, but we’re generally more inclined to go along with something that we’re not one hundred percent down for than he is. He even seems to be enjoying himself, especially after he gets to slap Jazzy five times. I guess I'd be pretty happy in the same situation, too. Meanwhile, I’ve made like Elvis and exited the building, mentally, at least. Physically I’m still here, sadly.

      “Thunder.”

      The sound of my name tears through my thoughts, but I have no idea why it’s being called until I notice that Tyce is standing up looking like he just ate a shit sandwich. Oh.

      “Well, what are you waiting for, an invitation from the Queen of England?” Jazzy snaps at him.

      As he moves from the circle and out of the room, Tyce shoots her a look like he wants to throw her body into the lion enclosure at Bronx Zoo. I know the feeling.

      I also know how this is going to go down, because people are stupid and predictable. Firstly, it’s two guys, so really under pretty much any circumstances, they're going to want to make us uncomfortable by forcing us to kiss. Two guys who fight for fun even more so—there's nothing remotely out of the ordinary about us slapping each other.

      The only thing that stands out about this scenario is how tame slapping is compared to the treatment we regularly dish out to each other on the wrestling mat. Even more so on the rare occasions in the cage, when, as is the case tomorrow, Thunder needs me to fill in against him in one of the illegal fights he regularly takes part in. His original opponent was unexpectedly locked up last night, and the promoters couldn't find a suitable replacement in time. It doesn't happen often, but on the rare occasions it does—not usually fighting against Tyce—I always jump at the chance. I can see why Tyce got involved in these underground fights in the first place: the adrenalin rush is epic, even if I get beat.

      Then when they factor in exactly which guys, it becomes even more of a foregone conclusion. As members of The Fallen, people are scared of, awed by, jealous of, and pissed off by us, all at the same time, so any opportunity they have to ‘safely’ screw us over is grabbed with both hands. Everyone is nice to our faces because they’re too pussy to be anything else, regardless of what they might actually think of us or say about us behind our backs. I can see them salivating as they consider the prospect of putting us through hell, like they’ve been dreaming of doing possibly for years, in some cases.

      “So guys,” Karin, another of the twins’ flunkies, addresses the circle, rubbing her hands with glee. “What’s it going to be, kiss or slap?” As if she and everyone else in the room doesn’t already know the answer.

      “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss! Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!” Jazzy starts chanting, clapping her hands like a seal.

      “Jesus Christ, what are you, in grade school? You fucking dumbass.” Geneva Hall spits out almost the exact words that are going through my head. Infantile doesn’t even begin to cover it, and I’m not lit enough—or at all—to find any of this shit even remotely entertaining.

      Pretty much everyone else in the room joins in with the chanting except Zeph—who I think may have legit fallen asleep in his seat, and Lennon and Jagger, of course. I sigh loudly and roll my eyes. At first I wanted someone to kill me, but I think I may already be dead and rotting in the pit of Hell. If the shit they ram down our throats here turns out to be true, and there is such a place, I'm willing to bet my left ball that it looks exactly like this.
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      So much for the picker not knowing what the outcome is until they re-enter the room. I swear to God, the chanting can probably be heard in motherfucking Brooklyn. In all honesty, I don’t know why he even bothered leaving in the first place; we all knew what the outcome was going to be the moment that goddamned cross pointed at me.

      It would have been a lot less extra and a lot more efficient if we’d just made out and gotten it over and done with. The sooner this game is finished, and I can get back to my room and get myself off, the better.

      Tyce sighs as he pushes the door open and walks back into the room without waiting to be called by the twins or Jazzy.

      “We didn’t say you could come in yet!” the three of them screech in unison. Jesus Christ, I swear to God, they’re like Cerberus—the three-headed beast that the ancient Greeks used to think guarded the gates of Hell—that Mr. Fairlight taught us about in Religious History.

      Tyce fakes looking behind him, feigning surprise when he notes that there’s nobody there. “Oh, sorry, I was just looking for someone who gave a fuck, but I guess you’re talking to me? Ha! Okay…well, firstly, I don’t give a fuck, obvs. And second, if you wanted the result to be a surprise, you should have kept your fat mouths shut, instead of chanting like 12s at the goddamn Super Bowl. Scratch that; if you didn’t want me to know the result, you shouldn’t have been such predictable infants and gone with the obvious choice. But you are, so it is what it is, now pucker up lover boy, and let’s show these basic bitches how it’s done.” He winks at me theatrically, and in return, I flip him the bird lazily.

      Nobody other than Tyce “Balls to the Wall” Le Claire would not only embrace tonguing his friend, but also bait and switch the whole situation so that he somehow seems like the victor before he’s even begun, therefore robbing everyone else of the satisfaction of knowing they’ve gotten to him.

      He even managed to make it seem like nothing would bring him more pleasure than ramming his tongue down my throat and having me do the same to him in return, while also giving the impression that there’s nothing in the world more alpha dog than making out with one of his closest (male) friends in the middle of a room full of people.

      I give him silent props. Even by our standards, that move was slicker than the average. When it comes to Jedi mind tricks, he bought his A-game. Well played, Le Claire. Very. Well. Played.

      I swear I can hear people’s souls turning to dust like vampires, once the realization hits them that they aren’t about to witness two of The Fallen die a thousand deaths due to the shame and embarrassment of being forced to tonsil hockey. They should have known better than to think they could get one over on us, but I guess if they had the capacity for that level of thinking they’d have found a better and more surefire way to bring us down. One that didn’t involve a lame kissing game at a random party.

      I rise slowly from my chair like I’d rather watch paint dry on the Great Wall of China than be here, and amble toward Tyce.

      “Hit me.” Tyce makes a pincer movement at Divinity, motioning toward the jar with the length of time cards in it.

      He’s smart. Hurrying things along puts the girls on the back foot, and is another way of taking control of the situation, while they then fall over themselves in a fluster as they fumble to hold the jar out to him.

      When they finally get it together to point it his way, Tyce turns to me with an over-the-top flourish, indicating that I should be the one to pick the "winning" ticket. Mother of God, he’s so extra, it’s not even funny.

      I oblige, selecting a card with none of his theatrics, although I do leave an extended dramatic pause before unfolding it. Then I pause genuinely as I read the single number written on it, before turning it toward Tyce.

      “Ding, ding, ding! We have a winner!” If I didn’t know better, I'd say that Tyce is actually enjoying this. “Five minutes, folks. Five minutes of heaven with the inimitable Mr. Rumble. Be still, my beating heart.” He clutches at his chest, somewhere in the region of the heart in question, before turning back to me.

      “Well, what are you waiting for? Don’t be shy. Let’s get this show on the road, and for the love of God, when we do this, will you please close your eyes. I’ll have mine closed, anyway, but I still don’t like the thought of those big Bambi eyes staring lovingly at me, even if I can’t see them.”

      Even with the theatrical intro, he takes me by surprise when, instead of waiting for me to come to him, he lunges at me and grabs my head with both his hands, clutching a handful of my hair in each before crashing his lips to mine.

      I’m dimly aware that the room has erupted into cheers, surprised laughter, and whoops of delight—but in my ears, the sound is nothing but a dull roar. Just like when I fight, and I focus on nothing but my opponent and my breathing, right now my consciousness is occupied by Tyce, and the sound of the blood pumping through my veins at my temple.

      It’s ironic he mentioned Bambi before, because I freeze like a fucking deer in the headlights, not even breathing for the first few moments after we touch. My complete lack of movement or involvement in the kiss doesn’t seem to put Tyce off, and it definitely doesn't stop him. He just carries right on kissing me as though he means it.

      I don’t know how long I’m out of the game, but when I snap back into action, I come back fighting. I push against his chest to try to make him let up a little, but he counters my move by pulling my head even harder, his pecs rippling and straining against my palms. Motherfucker.

      Once I realize he’s not going to back down, or even give an inch, it’s on like Donkey Kong. Since pushing isn’t working, I switch things up and move to pull his hands away from my head, grabbing onto his wrists, and yanking with all my might. He puts up as much resistance as he can, but I eventually manage to wrench them down to his sides and hold them in place, but we’re still kissing.

      Or fighting.

      Kiss-fighting, maybe.

      I have no fucking idea what’s going on.

      “One more minute left in the hottest, most controversial kiss since the time that rapper got himself canceled for kissing Satan’s shoes in his music video."

      In the background, I'd heard Trinity set off the timer on her phone when we first started doing whatever the fuck it is that we’re doing. And now, as she times us into the last sixty seconds of possibly the longest and shortest five minutes of my entire life, I’m trying my best to contain the boner that my dick so desperately wants to give me, because this isn’t the time or place. I make myself think about pretty much every unappealing thing I can conjure up—massacred puppies, naked nuns, rotting fish, anything but this kiss.

      As Trin’s phone beeps, I let go of Tyce’s hands as though they’re radioactive and push him away from me. He pulls back, laughing as he gives me his trademark wink.

      “You might have won the battle.” Did I? It doesn’t feel that way from where I’m standing. “But tomorrow, I’m going to win the war.” He wipes his mouth on the back of his hand, and I find myself doing the same before flicking him the bird again.

      So that’s all this was, just a way to start psyching me out before our fight tomorrow. Interesting strategy, but I guess he’s so scared I’m going to whoop his ass that he’s trying anything he can to gain ground before we even step foot in the cage. Poor fool.

      “Well, ladies, that was...something. I don’t know what the proper word is, but it was almost hot. I mean, my dick was kinda maybe about to start twitching toward the end there. Like, one more minute, and I could have been on my way to tent city in my pants.”

      The room erupts into riotous laughter, and though I lazily flip him off, too, I silently thank Zeph for defusing the situation, even if he may not have meant to. It’s hard to know with Zeph because he’s ninety-five percent asshole, but somehow, he manages to make the five percent cancel all that out, at moments like this.
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Thunder

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      I’m so angry I can’t think straight. Hell, my body is so alive with rage that I can barely breathe, and I’m hitting the city roads like they’re a racecourse, even though I can barely see.

      The fury bubbling through my veins like molten lava is obscuring everything else.

      I drive aimlessly for hours, music blasting, vape smoke filling the tiny space until I’ve chased every stupid thought away. Or, at least, I’m too tired to turn things over in my mind anymore, which is close enough.

      Suddenly it dawns on me that I’m exhausted. Like tired to the bone, and beyond. Fights always take it out of me physically for obvious reasons, but they’re mentally draining, too, especially on the rare occasions that I lose.

      Losing to Tyce is a whole other level of mindfuck, and that’s before I factor in the train wreck between the two of us. Or, as Tyce would have me believe, the train wreck that’s playing out entirely in my head and doesn't fucking exist at all. I dismiss the thought immediately, fearing that if I go back there again, I’ll never be able to snap out of the funk I'll fall into.

      I pull into the parking lot at school and kill the engine, not quite ready to go back inside and face the music just yet. My phone started lighting up as soon as I left the lot after the blow-up with Tyce, which told me that it was him calling. I didn’t even bother to check if my hunch was correct, just switched it off using the in-car voice commands, and carried on driving.

      Now I switch it back on, and just as I suspected, I have a ton of missed calls and texts from Tyce.

      I delete everything without reading a word. Fuck him. He said enough to make me never want to listen to him again when he basically told me that I’m a crazy fantasist, imagining shit between us that’s not there, like a sad fan-girl stalker.

      There are a few calls and messages from the others, too, even Zeph, asking how and where I am. They know we had a fight tonight, and they also know that sometimes after a rough ride, I just want to go to my room and be left alone.

      We’d expressly forbidden them from coming to see the match, which wasn’t unusual, especially considering that no matter what happened, one of us was going to lose against a friend. Neither of us wanted them there to see that, so we agreed on a ‘what happens at the fight, stays at the fight,’ situation.

      After glancing at the messages, I lock the screen again. Whatever anyone wants, I’m sure it can wait until tomorrow. The guys will understand that I need time to lick my wounds—the physical bruises, but also the battering my ego took when I lost a fight that, by everyone’s account, I should have won. And if they don’t understand, fuck them, because it is what it is, and I’m not sorry.

      I fire up my vape again, and crank the tunes on the car's sound system even louder, before reclining my seat so that I can chill more comfortably. The only thing missing from my pity party for one is a shot or seven of something strong and a fat blunt, but fucked if I want to leave the car right now to carry on the ‘festivities’ in my room, so I’m going to have to deal with my shit stone-cold sober.

      The sound of knuckles rapping on the glass has my heart hammering in my chest, and the rapid beats don't subside once I realize who is out there in the dark.

      Tyce.

      I’m severely tempted not to open the window, but he’s still banging at it, and somehow I get the sense that he isn’t going to let up until I do, so I press the button to lower the glass.

      “What?” I don't even pretend to have the patience to deal with him right now.

      “Where the hell have you been?”

      I turn to look around the car as though there is someone else here. “Me? You’re asking where I’ve been?”

      “Of course I’m asking you. Who the else would I be talking to?” He looks and sounds mad, though damned if I know why.

      “Nobody. But since you’re not my girlfriend, my mother, or my keeper, it’s none of your business where I go and what I do. So I guess I was giving you the benefit of the doubt, rather than assuming that you’re out of your tiny fucking mind.”

      “I called and messaged you.”

      “I’m aware.” I still can’t work out what the fuck is going on here.

      “So why didn’t you pick up or reply?” He’s sounding more and more like a jealous chick, or pissed-off parent.

      “Well, clearly, I didn't—and for the record still don't—want to talk to you, so I let the calls ring out. And as for the messages, to answer them, I would have needed to read them, and I didn’t, so…” I shrug.

      “Read them now.” I can tell by his tone that he means business.

      “Nope.”

      “Jesus Christ, Thunder, just read the goddamn messages, will you? I’ll wait.”

      “I can’t read them. I deleted them.”

      His features cloud over at my words. “What the fuck? Why?”

      “Why the hell not?” He looks as confused as I feel right now. “Why should I be interested in a word you have to say? And after what happened before, why would you even bother? I mean, clearly, I’m insane, seeing and feeling shit that's not there. Why the fuck would you want to have anything to do with me? Like, what if I get the wrong idea again?”

      “Don’t be so—”

      I press the button to close the window again, much to Tyce’s obvious irritation, then turn the music back up, but even louder this time. Moments later, the banging resumes, this time slower than before, but also harder, to the point where it doesn’t matter how loud I pump the volume, I can't drown out the sound. Why the fuck is he pressing my buttons like this? After a moment of indecision about the best way to deal with him, I have an idea.

      I shut off the music, then with no warning fling the door open as quickly and as hard as possible, noting Tyce’s grunt of either pain or shock—possibly both. Serves him the fuck right for messing with me. I’m not his fucking toy.

      I get out, releasing the trunk at the same time.

      “I’m pretty sure you just broke my rib, you fucking asshole,” he grunts out through gritted teeth.

      I round the back of the car and grab my gym bag from the trunk. “Right back at ya. The asshole part, not the ribs.” I swing the tote over my shoulder and stride toward the sports building, which sits right alongside the parking lot at the very edge of the school grounds.

      “Why the fuck are you walking away from me?”

      “I’m not walking away ‘from you,’ because that would imply we’re doing something together, or that I’m obliged to be anywhere near you, neither of which is true. So you do you, bro, and I’m going for a swim.” I throw the words over my shoulder, not even bothering to make sure he can hear me. I’m way past caring,

      The sports center is closed as it’s way out of hours, but it’s not the first time I’ve made use of the facilities when, technically, it’s out of bounds, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. I like to come here at night sometimes if I need to burn off some energy so that I can sleep.

      I tap the security code—obtained by doing a long-forgotten favor for Grizzly, one of the school’s security guards—into the keypad. When it clicks open, I push my way in, then wait for the familiar click of the door as it closes behind me. When it doesn’t come, I spin on my heel to check what’s going on. Confirming my suspicions, a sneaker-clad foot is between the door and the jam, very quickly followed by the rest of Tyce’s body.

      For the love of God, give me a fucking break.

      I roll my eyes. This shit is way past old.

      I continue walking toward the pool with Tyce right behind me, then stop in front of the first bench at the edge, tossing my bag down onto it.

      “Didn’t you hear me say that you most likely cracked my rib with that stunt you pulled with the car door?”

      “Yeah, I heard you.” I sneer the words, emphasizing what a drag this conversation is.

      “So?” he sneers back.

      “So, what the fuck do you want me to do about it now? What’s done is done. I don’t have a magic wand, a teleporter, the DeLorean, or a magic motherfucking carpet to go back and undo it, so it is what it is. What else do you need, a Spiderman Band-Aid, and someone to kiss your booboo better for you?” I laugh bitterly. Not that it’s genuinely funny.

      “Nope.” He pops the p obnoxiously. “But I do want an apology.”

      “What for?”

      He looks perplexed for a moment, then pissed again. “You just heard me say you broke my rib. What the hell else would I be expecting an apology for?”

      “Honestly dude, at this point I have no fucking idea, because right now, I don’t get you at all.”

      “What hell’s not to ‘get’? You fucked me up, you say sorry. A goddamn toddler could follow that simple train of logic.” Tension rolls off him in waves, passing through me like an invisible current.

      “Yeah, well, the way I see it, all I was doing was opening my car to go for a late-night swim. If you hadn’t been there acting like an asshat, it wouldn’t have happened. And speaking of just being there, for someone who claims to have zero interest in my dick or anyone else’s, you ‘coincidentally’ seem to be spending an awful lot of time close to it lately.” I motion with my chin toward my raging, now-exposed boner.

      Tyce recoils in what I believe is genuine surprise. Maybe his irrational rage blinded him to the fact that I’ve been stripping off my clothes while we speak, ready to dive into the pool.

      I must be overly tired, because I’m completely unaware of the right hook he throws until the sound of bones colliding is ringing in my ears, and a searing pain is tearing through my jawline.

      Fuck this asshole. This shit stops now.

    

  







            8

          

          

      

    

    






Tyce

        

      

    

    
      The uppercut to the solar plexus winds me momentarily, especially as it jars my already aching rib, but it doesn’t put me out of action enough to stop me from shoving Thunder, backward toward the pool with all my might. He teeters on the edge, arms flailing like a cartoon character, but he knows he’s going over, and so do I.

      Not that it’s a problem. He’s naked and had every intention of diving in, anyway. More than anything, I pushed him in as an easy way to put some distance between us and end the fight before we do real damage. More damage.

      I, on the other hand, have no intention of swimming, but the gleam in Thunder's eye tells me that if he’s going down, he’s taking me with him. Moments later, we’re crashing into the pool together, him backward, me forward on top of him.

      My anger soars as we fall through the air, and I swear to God, I’m going to kill him with my bare hands. The moment we crash into the pool, breaking the glassy smooth surface of the sparkling blue water, I’m fighting, barely able to see through my blinding rage.

      Somewhere in the tangle of limbs underwater, and despite being weighed down by my jeans, which cling to me like skin-tight shackles, I somehow manage to maneuver my hands around his neck. When I apply pressure to his throat, my only thought is how pissed I am at him for...well...everything.

      As we plunge further toward the bottom of the pool’s inky blue depths, Thunder succeeds in flipping us so that he’s on top, and I’m underneath him and sinking fast. My waterlogged jeans aren’t exactly a flotation aid. I manage to keep my grip on his neck, but he's also able to do the same to me, squeezing equally hard as he pulls us upward.

      When we break through the surface again, my relief at no longer being underwater is short-lived, as with Thunder choking me out, I still can’t breathe freely.

      “Stop!” His face is red, and his eyes are bugging out as he barely manages to squeeze the word out.

      “No!” I’m sure I look the same. I definitely feel that way.

      I tighten my grip. Thunder does the same, but turns to the side and starts kicking in the water, using his free hand to swim us nearer to the stairs. When we get there, he hoists himself up and pulls free of my grasp as he climbs out.

      “What the fuck man? Are you out of your fucking mind?” He chokes the words out between splutters. If I could talk, I’d ask him the same thing.

      I pull myself up, but weighed down by my wet jeans, it takes a little longer than usual, and by the time I’m out, Thunder is striding toward the poolside showers. I follow, still breathing heavily after being half choked out. I reach the edge of the shower area just as he turns on the hot water, and steps inside. His breathing is labored too.

      “You owe me for a new phone.” I spit the words out angrily.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My phone, it was in my pocket when you pulled me into the pool.”

      “Dude, you’re joking, right? Or you’re out of your mind. Fuck you.”

      “Nah, I’m not joking. You ruined it, you replace it.” I pull my t-shirt over my head while toeing off my sneakers.

      “I don’t owe you shit, and I’m not giving you shit.” He pumps some shower gel out of the dispenser and dumps it into his hair as the water flows over him.

      “I mean it, Thunder.” I peel my soggy jeans off, relieved to have the cold, heavy fabric away from my skin, and step out of them.

      “Well, then we have a problem because you’re not getting a cent from me. You didn’t want to end up in the pool, then you shouldn’t have pushed me in it. Not to mention following me around like a lost puppy, too pussy to just go ahead and admit that you want my dick."

      “I don’t want shit from you, except an apology for my ribs, and the money for the phone.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, and in the meantime, I’m going to fuck you until you come, and prove you more wrong than you've ever been in your life.”

      “That’s not going to—”

      I don’t get to finish the sentence, as Thunder whirls to face me, then grabs me by the back of the neck before slamming me against the shower glass. I manage to turn my head just in time to avoid a broken nose, but as the pain sears through my face, I doubt I’ll escape getting a black eye.

      He grabs one of my arms and wrenches it behind me and upwards. After the fight tonight, I’m sore all over, and it hurts like a motherfucker.

      “Not going to what?” He leans forward, growling the words menacingly into my ear.

      “Not going to happen, asshole,” I spit back.

      “That right? Is that why you’re already hard as stone and ready for action?” He snakes his free hand around my body, and clamps it onto my dick, squeezing tight.

      He’s not wrong. I’m rock hard, even while trying to convince myself not to be.

      I slap the palm of my free hand hard against the glass. “Get the fuck off me.”

      “Come on, baby, you can do better than that. Say it like you mean it.” His mocking tone makes my blood boil. He’s a total fucking jerk. I push back harder, praying we don’t smash the glass.

      “Still seems like you’re not totally committed…” He squeezes my dick even harder, before abruptly letting go, confusing the hell out of me.

      Then he reaches for the soap dispenser again, pumping a few times, which confuses me even more.

      Until it doesn’t.

      “Tell me you don’t want this, and I’ll stop.”

      “Thunder.” The note of warning is clear in my voice as I grit the word out.

      “Tyce.” The note of defiance is clear in his. “I’m going to need the words.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Nope. You don’t want me to lay this pipe right now, then tell me.”

      Even as he says the words, he uses his free hand to spread my cheeks a little, nudging the crack of my ass with the tip of his dick. My body bucks even at the light contact.

      “Thunder, I mean it.”

      “No you don’t, otherwise you’d say the magic words, and I don’t mean abra-ca-fucking-dabra.” His hot breath has my pulse racing as it grazes the shell of my ear.

      “I…”

      When I don’t complete the sentence, he laughs, the notes of the slow cackle bouncing from the tiled walls. “That’s what I thought. Deep breath. If this is your first time, it’s going to hurt a little, but the soap will help.”

      I gasp, sucking in a lungful of air as his dick breaches the tight pucker of my ass.

      Oh.

      He lets go of my cheeks and moves his hand to my hip. The pressure of his strong fingers biting into my flesh is intense as he pulls me toward him, pushing deeper inside me. The movement is smooth, but not necessarily gentle, or slow. And he’s right, it hurts, but not in an outright pain kind of way, more like a sharp ache that’s tinged with pleasure. A lot of pleasure.

      When he’s fully seated inside me, I stop pushing for a moment. Hell, I stop breathing while I try to make sense of the feelings flowing through me. Everything is so intense that it's overwhelming to try to piece it all together.

      "Breathe." Thunder’s voice serves as a reminder to do exactly that, as I've been holding my breath since he impaled me on his dick.

      I gulp in a few labored, uneven breaths, though I’m panting so erratically that they don’t seem to fill my lungs.

      When Thunder starts moving again, faster and harder this time, I just about lose my shit. It feels so good, yet so different from anything I’ve ever experienced before.

      I’ve seen Thunder’s dick a bunch of times before, so I already knew he was working with a decent tool, but now he’s crossing a frontier in my body that’s never been crossed and filling me so completely, it feels like he’s hung like a horse.

      The phrase weak at the knees has never meant anything to me before—probably because I’ve never experienced it—but that’s exactly how I feel right now. I do my best to take his advice and breathe deep, but I’m so damned turned on, I can’t get it together enough to do anything but pant through my arousal with each push of his dick harder and deeper inside me.

      I remove my hand from the glass, doing my best not to let my face get crushed against it, and reach for the soap dispenser myself, before grabbing my dick and pumping in time with the rhythm we’ve already set. I can’t remember ever feeling so good, and so goddamned horny.

      It’s like I’m in some kind of gratification limbo. I can feel my orgasm building in my balls, but at the same time, the pleasure-pain of Thunder invading my asshole has it moving just out of reach with every thrust. I swear to God, I’m going to lose my goddamn mind.

      I squeeze my dick tighter and pump more frenetically, but I feel like a racing dog chasing a mechanical rabbit. Like it will be just out of my reach, even when I cross the finish line. If I cross the finish line. At this point in time, it’s by no means a given.

      “Let go.” Thunder swats my hand away from my dick as he speaks, as though I’m out of order for jerking myself off, while he raids my ass. Too out of it with lust to argue, or put up any kind of resistance, I decide it’s best to just submit to his demands, given I don’t have any other choice.

      As I release my grip on my cock, Thunder spits into his palm, then replaces my hand with his, squeezing me tight. Almost too tight. But as he pumps back and forth, maintaining the rhythm we have going on, it changes the game, and instead of constantly slipping through my fingers, my orgasm moves closer with each thrust and retreat.

      Shit, this is hotter than hell on high days and holy days.

      “Thunder, I’m—”

      “No. Me first,” he barks, biting down on my earlobe, adding another dimension of pleasure and pain to the already heady mix.

      He drops my dick and puts his hand back on my hip, and this time, there are no holds barred as he rails me into oblivion.

      “Yes.” He hisses the word into my ear, as he releases my bent arm and grabs my shaft with that hand. He pushes home one last time, throbbing inside me as he squeezes my junk raw. “Now you.”

      Not that I need telling. I’m right behind him, losing my load all over the shower screen. As I come, I realize we’ve crossed a line that can never be uncrossed, and can’t tell whether I feel relief or regret. I just know that whatever happens, things between Thunder and me will never be the same again.
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Thunder

        

      

    

    
      “What happened to you two last night?” Lennon is looking at me as he motions between Tyce and me with his chin.

      I make myself act as casual as possible, while inside, I’m reeling. “You didn’t hear?”

      “Nah, what happened?” As ever, Jagger picks up where his brother left off.

      Sometimes they’re as bad as the Heels Up girls when it comes to the weird twin codependency thing. Second thoughts, nobody is as odd as Trinity and Divinity, and the boys are nowhere near as annoying.

      “Tyce cheated, and the referee was either blind, high, or bribed, so he won.”

      “I mean, no offense to you, Ty, but I think I speak for everyone when I say that nobody saw that coming.” Lennon isn’t being an asshole. It’s true. Nobody had, least of all me, and I suspect deep down, not even Tyce himself. Jagger nods, while Zeph ignores the conversation completely, or, at least, gives the appearance of doing so. In reality, I don't doubt that he’s noting every single fucking word. He always is.

      “Yeah, well, excuse me while I take offense at the fact that my friends have zero faith in my fighting abilities, you bunch of festering ballsacks.”

      “It’s not that we have no faith. Like, against anyone apart from Black Thunder, here, our money would be on you every time, without a doubt. But our boy's a weapon. You know that better than anyone.”

      “Newsflash: if that’s supposed to be a compliment, you’re out of your mind. And it’s ‘funny’ that nobody thought I could win, yet here I am.” Tyce sounds genuinely pissed, and I can’t say I blame him. I would be, too, if the roles were flipped.

      “Yeah, because I was hungover, and you cheated.”

      “Really? Seems like you have a new excuse every minute. Notice I said excuse, not reason. It's all starting to sound like 'the dog ate my homework, Sir,' but okay, I'll bite. I’m not even going to address the whole cheating thing, because nobody with even half a Cheerio for brains would believe that, but how the fuck can you claim you were hungover? You hardly drank at the party, and you got an early night.”

      He has no fucking idea.

      After the kiss or slap debacle, I waited for the game to be over; then while everyone else was distracted, chatting and milling around afterward, I grabbed a sixer and slipped out. I murdered it back in my room, quicker than I could say why the fuck are you messing with my mind?

      But even with that much alcohol coursing through my veins at warp speed, I couldn’t fucking sleep, so I was awake all night, alternating between gaming and jerking off. I struggle to think of a worse pre-match routine, except maybe shooting up heroin and fucking hookers all night.

      When I finally fell into a broken sleep, the sun had already risen, and, even then, I kept waking between vividly disturbing dreams.

      I'm not mad superstitious like a lot of fighters, but I do believe that certain signs and rituals can affect the outcome of a fight, even if it's just a case of the mental mind-over-matter shit taking over, just like Coach always tells us. So a night, or more accurately morning, spent chasing away nightmares didn't look good for me from the get-go.

      By the time the fight rolled around that evening, I might not have technically been hungover from the six-pack anymore, but I was for sure suffering from the after-effects of fractured sleep and an unsettled mind.

      Not that I say any of that. I just stare him down defiantly, not about to play into his hands any further. He's right about one thing: I did sound like a whiny bitch before, and going into a big explanation about the circumstances the night and morning before the fight will only sound like more of the same: excuses, just like Tyce said. So I opt for the tight-lipped approach, even though it's killing me not to set the record straight.

      “You keep saying you were robbed," Tyce continues, "but I’ll prove to everyone that not only did I win fair and square, but it also wasn’t a fluke, Jackson.”

      I know I shouldn’t let his cheap shot get to me, and maybe on any other day I wouldn’t, but today, after the epic clusterfuck of the night before, I’m liable to tear the wind a new asshole for blowing in the wrong direction, let alone Tyce for intentionally pissing me off.

      I’m normally not a guy to let my heart get the better of my head or vice versa, but both my heart and my head are a total mess right now, so I’m not exactly myself.

      I’m out of my seat, grabbing Tyce by the scruff of his t-shirt and dragging him to his feet before either my head or my heart can talk the other one down from the ledge.

      “Call me that again, and you’ll be taking that ‘victory’ to the grave with you.”

      “Really? Time was that I might have taken those words seriously, Jackson, but it’s an empty threat after I could have ended you yesterday. So settle down, baby, before I show the boys exactly why I won, and you ate a whole lot of canvas, and your pride.”

      Jagger and Lennon are quick to pull us apart, but not quick enough to stop me from connecting the right hook I throw.

      “Jesus Christ. ‘What happened to what happens in Fight Club stays in Fight Club, or whatever the hell? The fight was yesterday, and it’s done. Get over it.” Zeph shoots us both a brief look of disgust, while the twins continue to hold us back. “In any case, we already knew about the result. What Lennon is asking is what the fuck happened after that? You were both AWOL.”

      Just as I suspected, Zeph had obviously been listening to everything going on around him, regardless of giving the appearance of ignoring us all. Very little, if anything, ever gets by him.

      “Oh, that.” I shake myself free of Jagger’s grasp and drop back down onto the couch. “I wasn’t in the mood for company, so I drove around a little, then ended up coming back here and taking a swim. Then I crashed out. Boring. No story there.”

      “And how about you?” Zeph motions to Tyce.

      “Me?” It turns out he’s a pretty good actor, and I very much doubt that anyone except me would have caught the slightly strained tone to his voice.

      “Well, you know how it goes. Winning makes me crazy fucking horny. I was hungry for pussy, but I wasn’t feeling any of the tired options back here, so I picked up a girl who was waiting outside in the lot after the fight and spent most of the night showing her just how much of a winner I am.” Lennon and Jagger laugh, and once Tyce pulls himself out of the hold Lennon has of him, the twins high-five him at the same time.

      “Killing it,” they say in unison.

      “Yeah, that’s what she said.” They all laugh again. “Adrenalin is a wild thing, right? Like, it makes you do and say crazy shit in the heat of the moment. Things you may regret the next day, but they seem to make some kind of sense at the time, you know? I mean, not that I think the chick regretted what went down between us, apart from the fact that she’s probably not going to be able to sit properly  for a week.” The guys laugh again. Idiots.

      Zeph on the other hand, left his sense of humor at the door, as usual.

      “And I guess you didn’t feel like responding to messages, either?”

      “Huh? I did.” Tyce flashes him a confused look.

      Zeph looks at him as though he's a moron. “‘Can’t talk’ doesn’t count,” he shoots out, sounding as pissed off as ever.

      “Well, I couldn’t talk. I had a mouthful of pussy at the time. Anyway, what did you need us for?”

      “Hmm….?” Zeph looks genuinely confused.

      “You were trying to track us down, so I guess you needed something from one, or both of us. What was it?”

      “Oh, yeah. Nothing.” He just likes to know where we all are and what we’re doing at any given point in time, the controlling bastard.

      “So Tyce, tell us about this chick.”

      “Hmm…?” Smooth, Ty, real fucking smooth. He’s not about to win an Oscar, after all.

      “This girl you hooked up with. We want deets.” Lennon picks up Jagger’s line of inquiry.

      “I mean, what’s to tell?” He shrugs. “The adrenalin rush after a match is so intense, especially when I win, that I’ll pretty much fuck anything as long as it’s warm and willing. If it’s not my hand, and it has a heartbeat, it’s on. Damn, truth is, even if it doesn't have a pulse I would probably still shoot my shot and my load." He laughs at his own lame play on words. "It’s not like it means anything other than a way to release a little tension. So I’ll be honest, above and beyond the fact that she wasn’t one of the girls at school, and she was alive and well, I wasn’t paying too much attention to the details. Front door, back door, upstairs, downstairs...a hole’s, a hole’s, a hole, amIright?”

      “True that.” The twins nod.

      “Oh, I thought you were pickier than that. Like, I thought you had certain tastes and preferences, that kind of thing.” I drop, as casually as I can.

      Tyce’s head snaps my way. “I mean, on a normal day, I do. But you of all people know what it’s like after a fight. It’s worse than being lit to hell and back—inhibitions and judgment are less than zero. I guess that’s what the whole punch drunk thing means, yeah? Cos thinking about it now, I was so out of it, I have no idea what the fuck even happened. Yeah, she got me off, but anything probably could have, from my hand to a ham sub, you know?”

      “I guess. It’s kind of like what happens on fight night stays on fight night.” I play along. There's not much else I can do.

      He nods. “Exactly. It’s not important, and it basically might as well never have happened.”
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      The next few weeks pass in a blur of trying to pretend the night of the fight never happened, which works pretty well most of the time, but it’s in no way foolproof, especially when Thunder and I are in the same room. Then I feel like an ant under a magnifying glass, and it’s only a matter of time before I get burned by the sun’s piercing rays, while in the meantime, every move I make is amplified.

      It’s probably all totally in my screwed-up mind, but I feel so motherfucking self-conscious when Thunder is around, it’s not even funny. Classes are okay—we share a few each week, but obviously, the focus is on the teacher, and on listening and learning—at least that’s the theory.

      I struggle most in social situations like the lunchroom or the Abyss. Especially the Abyss. I seem to spend every moment miming being normal: trying to treat Thunder just like I always have. Not paying him too much attention, but also not avoiding him completely, being able to laugh and joke with him, and still also poking fun at him the way I always have.

      Most of the time I feel like an actor playing the role of Tyce, having to think everything through in my mind before I say and do it, to check it fits with the “character,” rather than the person I truly am. It’s exhausting.

      The only thing that has provided any kind of adequate distraction or relief is fucking pretty much anyone else—doesn’t matter who, as long as it occupies my mind for a little while. Jerking off is okay, but doesn’t seem to have quite the same effect, and definitely doesn’t work for as long, so I stick to making my way around the girls at school and beyond, just to keep my mind busy.

      I guess in one way, it’s a blessing that I love sex so much, otherwise, I’d have no outlet for my “energy.” On the other hand, if I wasn’t so obsessed with dick—mine, and a certain someone else’s, then maybe I wouldn’t need the outlet in the first place. I guess that's what they call a catch 22.

      It’s Saturday night and one of Zeph’s legendary parties is in full swing at his party palace. I don’t know what my problem is, but I’ve killed enough drinks to sink a ship, yet I’m just not feeling the vibe. Not feeling lit, or in the party spirit, no matter what I do. I lean against the kitchen counter, and sink yet another drink, then find myself staring into space, trying to figure out my next move.

      “Jesus Christ, smile, it’s a party, not a fucking wake.” Thunder’s voice is loud and clear as he leans against me from behind.

      I’m hit with an instant barrage of feelings, mainly horniness and irritation. The bulge of his dick pushing into me tells me that he shares at least one of those feelings, which makes me even angrier. He knows I’ve been avoiding him, and he knows the reason. Why in the hell would he do this to me here, and now?

      “Quit it. This isn’t the time or the place.”

      “Then when exactly is the time? Another punch-drunk fight night? Or maybe the twelfth of never, since you can’t even bear to look me in the eye these days.”

      “It’s not that—”

      “Don’t bullshit me. Either put your money where your mouth is and turn around right now, or shut the fuck up.”

      There’s no fucking way I’m going to turn around so that we’re standing this close together, dick to dick, hard-on to hard-on.

      “I mean it Thunder; you need to back the hell up.”

      “How the fuck do you know what I need?” Jesus. I have no idea what has him so worked up, but he’s for sure pissed about something.

      His laughter comes as a shock. It definitely isn’t what I’m expecting under the circumstances.

      “Relax, I’m just fucking with you. Sorry, bad choice of words. He laughs louder, then takes a step backward away from me. “Turn around. I won’t bite, I promise.” I don’t move. “Come on man. It will be worth it, trust me.” That’s the thing, I don’t know if I do, and at this point, I sure as shit don’t trust myself.

      Still, I turn. “There, that wasn’t too bad, was it?” His face is split in two by a shit-eating grin.

      ‘I come bearing gifts. Pun intended.” I have no fucking idea what he’s talking about. He shifts to the side slightly and extends his hand.

      “Tyce, this is Chloe. Chloe very much likes to fuck, and has requested your presence upstairs with us for some of the same.”

      My eyebrows migrate to somewhere near the back of my head, as I dart my gaze toward Chloe. She’s beautiful. Her creamy clear skin is offset by long, shiny dark hair, and possibly the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. Paired with her bright red lipstick, she has a look of innocence tinged with naughtiness. The meek on the streets, freak in the sheets thing does it for me big time, which Thunder well knows.

      Chloe flashes me a cute, lopsided smile, and I’m done for. My dick isn’t going to accept any answer other than yes. I tip my chin up slightly, and Chloe’s smile broadens to a grin as she extends her free hand to me. The other is already locked into Thunder’s huge paw. He turns on his heel and leads us out of the room and up the stairs.

      The attic bedroom, which only us guys know about, is free, so we’re in luck. Thunder locks the door behind us, which I’m glad of. Usually, I’m not so concerned about privacy, but this isn’t about to be a usual situation, and I, for one, don’t want any interruptions or to worry about being sprung while it plays out.

      Speaking of being sprung, my dick is set on springing free from my pants, whether I release it or not, so I quickly do the honors, yanking my button and zipper open.

      When Thunder notices that I’m primed and ready for action, he laughs. “Whoa, tiger! Someone’s keen.”

      I flip him off. “Yeah, why wouldn't I be? Chloe’s hot AF.”

      He turns to her and smiles. She’s pulling off her top, but stops to smile back. “She sure is. But is she as hot as the girl from fight night?”

      I should have known I wasn’t going to get away without him hitting me up about that.

      “Like I said at the time, that night is all a blur. I can barely recall what went down. It was regrettable and forgettable, so let’s move the fuck on. Besides, it would be rude to talk about it now, when we have a guest. Right, Chloe?” Thunder’s jaw tightens so much, I imagine his teeth crumbling like sticks of chalk under the strain.

      Though to someone who doesn’t know him, he would probably seem pretty chill, I can tell that he’s anything but. He’s raging, but he’s holding it down because like I said, we have company. I don’t doubt that this will be the last I hear of it, though.

      Chloe, who clearly has no fucking clue what is going on, eyes us slightly skeptically.

      “Uh...yeah, sure?” She sounds anything but sure, and I’m certain that if we carry on with the Thunder and Tyce freak show, her kitty cat is going to dry right up and leave the building.

      I shoot Thunder a look that I hope conveys that general idea. He shrugs and starts undressing, so I guess I can assume that he gets my meaning.

      I pull off my T-shirt, then look up to find that we’re all now butt naked as we hover at the foot of the bed. Chloe is wearing a ‘well, what now?’ expression that has me wanting to show her exactly what. I raise an eyebrow Thunder’s way, and he tips his chin upward almost imperceptibly.

      I turn to Chloe and push her gently backward. When her legs hit the back of the bed, she sits down, then moves onto the middle of it. I maneuver myself so that I’m hovering over her and lower my lips to hers. Her mouth tastes sweet, like girly drinks and strawberry lip gloss, which isn’t an unpleasant combination.

      I let myself get lost in the kiss for a while, enjoying the slow build-up to what I’m sure is about to be a pretty hectic ride, but as time flows on, I wonder about Thunder. He seems not to have moved since I climbed onto the bed.

      I pull away from the kiss, much to Chloe’s obvious disappointment, and look over my shoulder. Thunder is still at the end of the bed. His face is a blank mask, totally devoid of emotion. I’ve seen that look before when he fights. It tells the world that he’s about to wreak havoc without even breaking a sweat. It’s unnerving in the cage and on the mat, but here it’s fucking terrifying.

      Apart from the fact that he’s pumping his dick slowly and rhythmically, I wouldn’t even know he was present in the room at all. Shit.

      I turn back to Chloe and begin kissing her neck and shoulders, talking into her alabaster skin between tiny kisses.

      “What do you like, sweetheart? Tell me.”

      Chloe shudders and graces me with another easy smile. “I like it when a guy goes down on me.” And I like it when a girl knows what she wants. Especially when that’s what she wants. She doesn’t have to tell me twice.

      “Well all right then.” I shift back a little and move down her body, kissing a trail to her hotspot. Chloe has beaten me to it with her fingers, but I swat them away as she butterflies her legs to the side.

      I lower my mouth to her clit and get to work, enjoying her moans of pleasure and the way her body bucks beneath me. I’m in no hurry, so I take my time, licking her like she’s the last popsicle I’ll ever eat, and I want to savor the flavor. In some ways, it's not too far from the truth, and thankfully, she tastes real sweet.

      Not to blow smoke up my own ass, but I've gotten licking popsicles down to a fine art, and I know how to make them melt into a slick and sticky puddle. I pull out all the stops for Chloe, working through every step in my kitty-pleasing playbook until I can practically hear her purring.

      I'm not gonna lie, the sound of a girl gasping in pleasure because of my efforts is music to my ears. I'm nothing if not someone who takes pride in their work, especially work as important as getting a girl off.

      My body jolts with shock when Thunder’s hands grip my ass. He’s been so still and silent for so long, and I've been concentrating so hard on the task at hand, that I’d almost forgotten he was there. But now I can’t ignore him, even if I wanted to, which I don't.

      Then when he parts my cheeks and licks my hole I can’t think of anything else.

    

  







            11

          

          

      

    

    






Thunder

        

      

    

    
      I’m torn.

      Part of me is so pissed off with Tyce that I can’t think of anything else. My anger is like a boulder in the room that I can’t see past or think around. It’s sparking demons in me physically, emotionally, and in every other way possible.

      On the other hand, the scene unfolding in front of me with him and Chloe is, apart from the night by the pool, the hottest thing I’ve ever witnessed, and maybe I’m shallow or crazy, but the heat and arousal of the situation are threatening to eclipse the fact that Tyce drives me insane with rage.

      He knows the power of his words, and the fact that he's intentionally using them against me has me paralyzed with indecision as I watch the two of them play, getting harder by the minute. But then something triggers me, like a switch flicking in my brain, and I know there’s no way I’m letting this situation pass me by without taking full advantage. Principles and fury be damned.

      Besides, the way things have been going between us lately, or more accurately haven’t been going, there will be plenty more occasions for me to lose my shit at, or because of Tyce to bother squandering the current opportunity by holding onto my anger while he and Chloe hold onto each other.

      When I part his cheeks and extend my tongue to lick at his hole the same way he’s licking Chloe's pussy, I grin to myself with the satisfaction of knowing that no matter what he claims, or what he wants to tell himself, I have the power to turn him on as much as he does me.

      As I rim him, I imagine my dick where my tongue is, and immediately my tip is beaded with pre-cum. I want this so bad it’s not even funny, but because I’m a glutton for punishment, I don’t do anything to ease the tension, leaving my dick standing hard and proud away from my body, rigid as a tin soldier, and aching to be in on the action.

      When Tyce starts gently rocking backward toward me, trying to increase the pressure, I switch things up and put my thumb where my tongue was. When he bucks again, moaning this time, I know he’s ready for more, and I slowly but surely push my thumb as deep inside him as it will go.

      “Ohfuckshitfuuuuuck.” His voice is a low desperate rumble that sends shock waves racing through my body, straight to my cock, and my thoughts echo his barely coherent words. Ohfuckshitfuuuuuck is right.

      Tyce shifts a little, pushing up off of one hand, as I lean back a little and look below us to see him sliding two fingers into Chloe’s slick entrance. Fuck. I maintain this position so that I can watch him finger fuck her, while I thumb fuck him. It’s insanely hot, and I soak in every detail, downloading it for later use, knowing I’ll be reliving the scene in my mind more than once in the future while I get myself off solo.

      Minutes pass and Chloe starts to squirm beneath Tyce, pushing her heels into the mattress, and lifting her ass to meet his hands. “I want more.” I love it when a girl isn’t afraid to ask for what she wants. She’s not the only one in need. I want more, too.

      Tyce rears up abruptly, catching me off guard as he slowly licks his fingers free of Chloe’s arousal, before using the same hand to grab and pump his dick a few times.

      “I want to give you more.” With those words, he pushes inside her and at the same time, I withdraw my thumb from his ass knowing exactly what effect it will have. Tyce bucks wildly, just like I knew he would.

      “Holy mother of fuck,” he growls, stilling completely inside Chloe. “Arrrrrrrgh. You’re gonna make me—”

      Oh no, I’m not, Mr. Le Claire. At least, not before I exorcise some of the demons you’ve created inside me.

      I rear forward, grabbing the base of his dick and squeezing tight with one hand, while I grab a handful of his hair and yank his head backward, hard.

      “Not happening TLC. Not yet anyway.” Fuck him. He wants to treat me like shit between fucks, that’s his choice, but if he expects me to just lie back and take it, then he doesn’t know me at all. “First, let me refresh your memory about what happened the night after the fight because, unlike you, I remember it very clearly.”

      I lean forward so that only the very tip of my dick hovers at the seam of his ass.

      “Anything coming back to you yet?” I yank his hair harder. At this point, I don’t care if I tear it out at the roots. He deserves it.

      “Ouch. Nope. Nothing. Like I said before: Forgettable. Regrettable.” What a motherfucker.

      “How about now?” I thrust forward a little more, pressing further into his ass crack, but still not pushing fully inside him.

      “Nothing.”

      I spit into his asshole, then shove my dick inside him roughly. I have no desire to go slow or take it easy on him this time, and if that’s what he wants from me, he’s going the wrong way about getting it. Though at this point I have no fucking idea what he wants, I just know that if I let him, he’s going to drive me crazy.

      “Aaaaaargh. Jesus Christ.” Good.

      “Anything seeming a little familiar now?” He shakes his head, and I chuckle, pretty sure that I just robbed him of the ability to speak. As fucked up as the whole sitch is, I love that I have that power over him, especially as it probably grinds his gears as much as he grinds mine.

      I let go of his dick and thrust back and forth plowing him harder and deeper each time, which has him plunging into Chloe the same way. Speaking of which, between moans and screams, she’s eyeing us with curiosity, her startlingly blue eyes sparkling with fascination and arousal. I don’t blame her, it’s beyond...well, just beyond.

      I grab Tyce's arm and bend it behind him just like I did the time by the pool, then jerk it hard.

      “Argh. Shit.”

      “Jog any memories?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes because I clearly remember you telling me the same thing extensively then.” I pull his arm back further and push harder.

      Tyce jolts again, thrusting into Chloe with force, which in turn earns an ecstatic cry from her.

      “I don’t remember shit. And I’m not going to remember, no matter what you do.” He grits each word out through clenched teeth, and I just know from the tone of his voice that there’s no winning this. We’re both too motherfucking stubborn to back down.

      “That’s okay, I’ll just have to help you create some new memories, hey baby.” I echo the words I told him by the pool, but this time, instead of biting down on his earlobe, I sink my teeth into the flesh of his shoulder, knowing it will leave a mark, and wanting it to. If he’s going to deny this is affecting him, or even happening at all, then I want to leave a trace he won’t be able to ignore, at least until the bruise fades.

      “Motherfucker! I’m….”

      “You’re what?” I thrust harder. “Huh? TLC?” And harder again. “What is it? Use your words.”

      “I’m coming, you fucking asshole.” He’s not wrong, I am an asshole, but so is he, so I guess that about makes us even.

      “Me too.” I’d almost forgotten about poor Chloe entirely, but I don’t feel too bad for her. It’s not like she’s not benefiting from the shit show unfolding with Tyce and me right before her eyes and between her legs.

      “And I’m coming in your fucking asshole.” I smirk as I deliver the lame joke, though soon enough, the smile falls from my features, morphing into a heavy frown, as I come so hard I swear to God that for a few moments, I’m paralyzed. I can’t move a muscle, except the one being milked by Tyce’s tight hole.

      When we’re done, we collapse onto the bed like a stack of sweaty dominoes, legs, and arms everywhere, panting as though we’ve just crossed the finish line in a marathon, which isn’t too far from the truth.

      “Umm...that was...” Chloe huffs out. I don’t know what words would adequately finish that sentence to describe what we just did. I only know that it was fucking epic.

      Tyce is the first one to stir, wrenching himself out from beneath me. At first, I figure he needs to go clean up, but when he starts grabbing at his discarded clothing, then heads for the door without even glancing back toward the bed, I get it.

      Jesus Christ, he’s...highly strung? Scared? In total denial? I truly don’t even fucking know.

      When he slams out of the room, yelling fuck at the top of his lungs, leaving the windows rattling in their frames around us, Chloe shoots me a confused look.

      You and me both, sweetheart.

      “I guess he didn’t….have a good time…?” She looks hurt.

      “Nah, it’s not that. He had a great time, we both did. You saw that.”

      “Yeah.” She nods. "It’s just that I’ve never had a guy just get up and leave like that. I mean, he still had a boner.”

      “I know, but as much as it might feel otherwise, it’s not personal, trust me.”

      She seems dubious, and in all honesty, I don’t blame her. I’ve known Tyce a lot longer than a few minutes like she has, and it seems like the more I know of him, the less I understand.

      I decide not to get bogged down in the whys and why nots right now—I know I’m not going to be able to shake this from my mind for at least a few days, if not more, so I’m gonna make hay while the sun shines.

      “Forget him. I still have a boner too.”

      She looks down, and sure enough, my dick is standing to attention. She gives me her signature smirk, and we’re back in business.

    

  







            12

          

          

      

    

    






Tyce

        

      

    

    
      I look at the time on my phone. Choir practice will be over soon. The perfect opportunity for me to work off some tension. I pull on a sweater—I’ve been laying on my bed shirtless, jerking off for most of the day—then shove my feet into my sneakers without bothering with socks, and head out into the corridor.

      Zeph must be able to read my mind or some shit, as before I get to his room, he appears in the hall.

      “Choir practice?” he questions. Great minds think alike.

      “Fo’ shiz. Let’s do it.” I flash him a quick grin.

      We head out of our dorm block and as we amble across the quad to the chapel in silence, I get the impression that something’s eating Zeph, though I have no idea what that something could be.

      I consider asking him but decide against it. Not only will he tell me if and when he’s ready, but I also don’t want to risk pissing him off—not because I’m scared of his reaction, but because if he blows up, with where my head is at right now, I can’t trust myself not to go postal on him. The last thing I want or need is a scene between the two of us, on top of everything that’s going on with Thunder.

      Besides, there are worse things between friends than silence. I should fucking know.

      We push through the giant heavy wooden doors of the chapel, and, as I suspected it would be, it's empty. Or at first glance, at least. On closer inspection, though practice is over, and almost everyone is gone, the twins’ golden manes are just visible over the top of the farthest pews of the chapel’s quire.

      While the other singers leave and get on with their lives after practice, and father Tobin retires to the sanctuary to indulge in his excessive love of sherry, the twins stay back most weeks under the guise of organizing the hymn books and generally keeping the quire clean and tidy.

      Of course, all of that couldn’t be further from their minds, and in reality, more often than not, they’re more likely to be found on their knees giving head than carrying out any kind of chores for the church. But the arrangement seems to work for everyone, so I’m not going to be the one to complain about it.

      Why they elect to do the nasty in the chapel, when there are tens of other places around the school where they’re less likely to get caught, is beyond me—except the fact that their daddy issues have daddy issues. These girls are batshit crazy, at best—borderline psychotic, at worst. But mine is not to reason why; it’s to make good use of God’s bountiful gifts, including daddy-hating pussy on tap. Amen to that!

      “Hey ladies.” The girls had stood up when they heard the huge doors clunking shut, and are now facing us with fake smiles plastered onto their faces.

      “Now you’ve done your duty to God singing his praises for a couple of hours, how about you come over here and knock out a duet on the skin flutes?”

      Zeph snickers alongside me. “Dude, even to my ears, that sounded gross. What the fuck?”

      I join him laughing. I thought it was clever, but I agree that it’s a little on the off-key side, too. If they feel the same, the girls don’t let it bother them; they just go straight into their simpering idiot routine, as though being asked to get down on their knees and suck dick is just a regular Sunday afternoon activity. I mean, for them it kind of is, I guess, but it’s still a little weird the way they’re so intent on doing things that would piss their dad off if he knew.

      And that’s a big if, because unless someone rats them out—which is about as likely as snow in July—there’s no way he’s ever going to find out, therefore defeating the whole purpose, in my opinion. I mean, is it even still a rebellion if the person they’re rebelling against has no fucking clue it’s happening? I’m guessing not, but it's all just more evidence that the twins are screwier than a builder’s tool belt.

      Not that I’m complaining. They are pretty girls, and what they lack in sanity, they more than make up for in freakiness. I could never date either, or more realistically, both of them, as their twin routine would drive me crazy after about 0.4 seconds. But they are a great resource to have on hand‚ or on dick, when the need or mood strikes.

      “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get this party started. I have shit to do.”

      Zeph leans down to kiss Trinity, who immediately responds in kind, kissing him right back, before pulling up after a few moments, wrinkling her nose a little.

      “You taste of cigarettes, like always.” We both do.

      “Yeah, because I had a smoke just before I walked through the door, just like I always do. And just like you always do, you taste like the body and blood of Christ, so I guess that makes us even. But if you insist on being screwed right after choir practice, then it is what it is. Come to think of it, why do you insist on getting nailed right after choir practice every week?”

      We both know that the increased likelihood of going to hell for their sins and pissing off their dad gets the crazy twins’ motors running.

      “Because it’s the ultimate way to sock it to Daddy Dearest,” Divinity answers, even though Zeph directed his question to Trinity. Not that it’s unusual—most of the time the twins truly behave as though they’re one person. I find it kind of creepy, but not creepy enough to turn me off of a double dose of premium pussy.

      “It’s like sin bingo, you know? Fornication? Tick. Fornication before marriage? Tick. Fornication in the apse? Big. Ole’. Tick. You never know; I might go for the full house today, and let you in the back door. Fornication up the ass? Ding. Ding. Ding. We have a motherfucking winner. Oh, you can add profanity to my card, too, and that’s a full house!”

      Divinity’s almost-maniacal laughter rings out through the empty church. She is a fucking crack up. As though to make my point, she moves in to press her lips to Zeph’s, pulling hard on the back of his neck to up the ante and make it hotter than the kiss just planted on those same lips by her identical twin sister.

      “Oh, and I love the taste of cigarettes on you. It reminds me of danger and excitement. It’s hot,” she continues.

      “Thanks, baby. I always knew you were the fun one,” Zeph comments in a joking/not joking voice. In reality, he’s not joking—he rarely is. For the most part, this kid is serious as cancer.

      “What?” Trinity pouts in mock-indignation, causing Zeph to laugh lightly again.

      “Don’t worry baby girl, you have your own strengths,” he tells her.

      “Like what?” More pretend pouting. I can’t say I’m not curious. Apart from giving head and being annoying AF, I’m not aware of the girls having any special talents.

      “Well, like the fact that you give the best blow jobs this side of the East River.” As ever, Zeph and I are on the same wavelength.

      “Hmm... Well, that is a good skill to have. And it’s so fun too, right?” Trinity doesn’t sound altogether convinced by her own words. I don’t blame her, but I roll with the joke.

      “Hell yeah. Why don’t you show us just how much fun, right now?” I quirk an eyebrow before winking at her.

      My wink is kind of my signature “thing.” I can’t even remember when or why I started doing it, but once I realized it could open doors, and get me what I wanted in pretty much any situation imaginable involving the opposite sex, or guys who like guys, it stuck.

      Guys who like guys.

      Why the hell did I let myself think that when it would inevitably remind me of the very thing I’m trying so hard to forget?

      Thunder.

      I push the thought to the back of my mind.

      Zeph raises an eyebrow, no doubt marveling at my ability to make saying “Shut the fuck up, get on your knees, and suck some dick,” seem like I’m being cute, all thanks to a wink. It’s a superpower, for sure.

      Zeph’s talents in getting what he wants lie elsewhere, which apart from making for a great friendship, also makes us the perfect team. We’re pretty much untouchable in all aspects of our lives. To say we’re crushing the game is an understatement. We’re killing it, then dancing on its grave.

      Speaking of teams, Trinity and Divinity Cox are a pretty neat double-act in some ways, too. Identical twins who do everything together, including tag-teaming guys. Oh, and they are hotter than living hell, have a naughty streak a mile wide, and are determined to do whatever, and whomever, they can, to piss their dad off—the freakier the better.

      Oral is one of their specialist skills, just like Zeph said, but sex, in general, is one of the few gifts God has generally bestowed upon them. They embrace it, seeming to put their hearts and souls into it, and satisfaction is pretty much guaranteed every time.

      The best thing about the twins, though, is that they’re happy to share the love and know that we do the same. It’s the ultimate pump and dump situation. All benefits, no commitments—and that’s the way it suits us all.

      I mean, what’s not to love? Apart from their personalities, of course. And I’m prepared to overlook that minor factor in favor of getting sucked or fucked. And since they never have any shortage of offers, it seems that most guys feel the same way.

      When Trinity lowers herself to her knees and starts pulling down my zipper, I mentally applaud Zeph. Though I’m sure my wink helped matters along a little, I don’t doubt that Zeph playing them off against each other is what's driving Trinity’s desire right now, which is insane because not only do they both fuck like pros, but other than that, neither of them is my idea of fun. In the slightest.

      Thunder always says that being with them is like waking up hella hungover after a big night—it's mad fun at the time, then leaves you full of regret the next morning, but not enough to stop you doing it again when the mood strikes. It’s an accurate description of the situation.

      And yet again, my mind is on Thunder.

      My dick twitches, growing even harder at the thought, so I guess it’s useful in that sense, but other than that, I want to shut it the fuck down. Once Trinity has my zipper open, I yank my dick free and give her a helping hand by guiding her head toward it. As her lips envelop me, Zeph chuckles, though I have no fucking idea why.

      “Don’t let me put you off, I’m not laughing at you,” he reassures the girls.

      “Good. But maybe I need to give you something to smile about for real?” Divinity lowers herself to her knees before pulling at Zeph’s fly and freeing his dick, mirroring her sister’s actions with me. When she sucks him into her mouth he rewards her with a smile, but I can see that his head isn’t fully in the game.

      Although he tries his best to be a closed book, I’m pretty good at reading him a lot of the time, much to his irritation. I make a mental note to ask him what’s on his mind later. In the meantime, I close my eyes and let the pleasure of Trinity’s BJ wash over me.

      I guess neither of us has our minds fully in the game right now, because, as hard as I try to stay in the moment, it’s not long before my mind strays again, and I’m thinking about the last time someone sucked me off.

      As though on autopilot, my hips kick into action, thrusting back and forth hard and fast, just like they did then. As much as I don’t want to, I can’t help but imagine that it’s not Trinity I’m face fucking, but that the lips curled tightly around my dick belong to Thunder, and when I lower both hands to her head, I pretend that instead of her perfectly straight blonde tresses, it’s Thunder’s dark crop I’m grabbing. When I shoot my load so far into the back of her throat she gags on it a little, it’s not Trinity I’m coming hard for, but Thunder.

      Fuck. I’m so motherfucking screwed and screwed up, it’s not even funny.
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      A little while later, I stroll into Zeph’s room without knocking and throw myself down onto his bed, lying on my back with my hands supporting my head, elbows out sideways.

      “Come in motherfucker. Please... make yourself at home.” I am at home, and his sarcasm does nothing to make me feel otherwise. I'm hardened to it from years of friendship.

      Plus, this is nothing new. I practically live in Zeph's room—I probably spend more time there than I do in my own.

      “We should have stayed," I throw back at him. "They would have fucked us. You know the twins; they’re always good for it, even more so when there’s a chance we might get caught in the act.”

      “Yeah, I know. I wasn’t cock-blocking, though. You should have gone ahead without me. They would hardly have noticed I wasn’t there, and you’d have had all that ultra-eager pussy for yourself. Double the fun, and all that.”

      The truth is, I didn’t walk away from sex with the twins because Zeph did—on a normal day, that wouldn’t even come close to being a deterrent. In fact, I would consider it a bonus to get two fucks for the effort of one without Zeph on the scene. But today isn’t an ordinary day, and I wasn’t feeling it. Not that I want Zeph to know that, or he’ll start probing to know why.

      But just as I’m off my game, the fact that Zeph walked away from ready and willing pussy is a sign that something’s not right with him, either, and I need to find out what. I study him closely, looking for clues in his demeanor as he loosens his school tie and quickly slips off his shirt.

      He seems pissed, but with Zeph, that’s hardly news, plus I feel where he’s coming from. Our school uniform sucks balls at the best of times, but it blows even harder having to wear it on the weekend before the trimester has even officially started, to attend the assembly to welcome new students.

      Come to think of it, I don’t know why we even went. We should have just skipped it and hung out in the Abyss—our rec room—getting lit. Although there would have been an increased likelihood of getting caught, and maybe even sanctioned for once, with all the neurotic and keen new parents and kids around.

      On a normal day, nobody would notice, and on the slim chance they did, there’d be zero fucks given and no repercussions for us. But with so many eyes on the school, right now, the Principal would feel the need to try to save face and make an example out of us, for once, the spineless moron.

      “Yeah, but I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy it fully if I was wondering what the fuck was bothering you the whole time, would I?” That’s partially the truth, and for sure the only part I want him to know.

      “I mean, I don’t know. If the positions were flipped, and it was me potentially left alone with them, I wouldn’t have given you a second thought, man. Whatever was eating you could have waited until they’d eaten me.” He laughs at his own joke, which isn’t even really a joke.

      If there’s one thing everyone knows about Zeph Cross it’s that he’s hardwired to look out for number one. As his best friend, I get more from him than just about everyone else on the planet, but that’s not saying much considering how little he gives to anyone else.

      “Ha! You don’t need to tell me that. I know exactly who and what you are, you fucking sociopath, but someone has to be the good friend, and we all know that someone is me. So here we are. My dick is still throbbing at the thought of the missed opportunity, so whatever’s got you shook up better be fucking good.”

      I almost feel bad for laying the blame squarely at his door, while knowing full well that he isn’t totally to blame. On the other hand, as Zeph said, he’d throw me under a bus in most situations, so I don’t feel too guilty for playing dirty this one time. I earned my ‘good friend’ stripes with him years ago, and top them up regularly. Besides, it’s a matter of self-preservation on my part, which Zeph understands more than most people.

      “I’m not shook, just a little...”

      “Shook.” I grin, knowing it will piss him off.

      “Shut up, asshole.”

      I was kind of only joking, but I can tell I hit a nerve, which is a little unsettling. In truth, it takes a lot to faze Zeph, so if something has gotten to him, it must be serious. I have no idea what it could be, though.

      “Okay, so what has rattled your cage enough to put you off of your screwing game? Did someone die? I mean... I didn’t mean it like that, obviously. Fuck. You know what I’m trying to say.”

      “I know that if you weren’t my best friend, you’d be choking on your fucking teeth right now. Other than that, I don’t know shit.” He gives me the hate stare to end all hate stares.

      “Jesus, Zeph, it was a slip of the tongue, man. I realized my mistake as soon as the words were out of my mouth, but it was already too late to take them back. Can we drop it? You know I didn’t mean anything by it.” It was a dick move, but he knows me well enough to know that it was unintentional.

      “Hmph.”

      It could be worse, so he must be on his way to forgiving me already.

      “Okay, so again, are you going to tell me what’s going on, or are you going to wait for me to accidentally fuck up again so that you have a legit excuse to end me?” It’s a genuine question, but I’m pretty sure he’s not going to answer.

      “Look at this.” I take his phone as he hands it to me.

      “What is it?” The video preview screen is black, so there’s no way of telling without playing it, but I don’t know why he doesn’t just tell me what it is, instead of all this cloak and dagger shit. I’m not exactly brimming with patience right now, and my tolerance for silly games is pretty much zero. God, I’m starting to sound like Zeph, the miserable fucker that he is. Not that I’m surprised—we spend so much time together that it was bound to happen, I guess.

      “Press Play, you dick.”

      I do as he says, then for a few moments I’m frozen in place as I watch the action unfolding on the screen in my hand.

      We know who you are. We know where you were. We know what you did.

      “Jesus. Motherfucking. Mary and Joseph. Who sent it?”

      “No idea. It’s from an unknown number. I’m guessing it’s either a burner phone or one of those proxy phone services, so not even a real number. At least that’s how I’d do it if I was blackmailing someone.”

      “Is that what you think they’re doing, blackmailing us? Did you try calling it?”

      “Yeah. I watched it a couple of times, then called. Predictably, it just rang out. It’s been scorching a hole in my pocket ever since, while I wondered what to do with it, or about it.”

      Which explains his worse than usual mood, and for once, it’s totally justified.

      “I mean, thinking about it rationally for a moment; it could be anything, from anyone and about anything.”

      “Yeah, it could, and I could be an astronaut, or Olympic athlete or fucking rock star. But I’m not.” On one hand, he’s right, but on the other, there are other possible explanations that maybe we should explore before jumping to the worse case explanation. Then again, that’s Zeph—he’s a born-again pessimist.

      “I know, but—”

      “But what?”

      “But it’s general enough that it seems like it means something, but maybe it doesn’t. It’s like what my mom always says about horoscopes. They’re specific enough that people feel like they’re tailor-made for them, but also general enough that billions of people can identify with what they say, even if their circumstances are actually totally different.”

      “What the fuck are you even talking about?”

      I doubt he’s about to listen to reason, but I carry on trying, anyway.

      “I’m just saying, imagine we didn’t know what we do. That video could be about skipping out on gym class to smoke blunts under the bleachers, fucking the twins in the rectory, and in the rectum, them giving us oral in the oratory, or any number of things we do that we shouldn’t. Doesn’t necessarily have to be about what you think it’s about.”

      Even as I say the words, as much as I want them to be true, I don’t believe them myself.

      “Who gives a fuck about the other stuff? Anyone who knows anything about this place knows what goes on here behind the glossy veneer and manicured lawns. Our parents pay a fucking fortune for a glorified babysitting service—not a very good one, even—but as long as what we do doesn’t attract outside attention, nobody gives a damn. I mean, for me, even if the world and his wife found out what we got up to here, I wouldn’t give half a passing fuck. I can’t say the same for Xavier, but screw him. Anyway, none of that matters, because we both know this video isn’t about getting hand jobs during mass. It’s about that night.”

      He’s like a dog with a bone—once he’s set on something, he zeroes in on it with laser-like focus.

      “Yeah, it could be. You’re obviously worried.” I know it’s more than worry, but I don’t want to overplay the situation. Even if he is freaking the fuck out. I don’t want to make things any worse by adding extra drama.

      That’s another reason our friendship works—I help take the edge off his crazy; God knows what he does for me. I’m still trying to figure that shit out, but in the meantime, as much as it can be hard work, I enjoy being his friend, and anyone who fucks with him has me to answer to as well as him. Always.
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      “What are you planning on doing?” My words bring Zeph’s focus back on me.

      “What can I do? I don’t know who sent it, or if, like you say, it’s really just about us all cheating on our religion test last week, so there’s really nothing I can do. Doesn’t mean I have to like it though.”

      “Yeah, obviously no—”

      “What the fuck!”

      When I’ve finished jumping out of my skin at Zeph’s sudden outburst, I turn my head toward the door, following his gaze. The girl standing in the doorway like a deer in the headlights must be one of the new kids, as it’s the first time I’ve laid eyes on her, and I would sure as shit remember someone as hot as that if I’d seen her before.

      I study my best friend. Zeph is uncharacteristically uncool. His skin is pale—or as pale as it can be, considering it’s normally a very light tawny brown—and he hasn’t moved a muscle since we were interrupted. I swear to God, he’s not even breathing. Christ. I haven’t seen him this spooked since...

      My interest is aroused, and so is the rest of me, judging by the fact that my dick is hard instantly, which I take as a good sign. Anything or anyone to help take my mind off he-who-shall-not-be-named is very much welcome.

      I don’t believe in love at first sight—it was invented to sell romcoms—but I do believe you can feel something for someone instantly. I don’t know what that something is, or more accurately, I don’t know how to put it into words, but it’s definitely there.

      I mean, I want to fuck her, for sure, but that’s hardly an unusual reaction to a hot girl. This is more than that, though—it’s a vibe for want of a better description.

      Right then and there, as I take in her glowing golden brown skin and intense soulful gray eyes, I know she’s just the distraction I need, which makes her perfect, in more ways than one.

      Time seems to slow down, as all of these thoughts rush through my mind at warp speed while nobody moves, and Zeph and the new girl stare each other down. I may not believe in love at first sight, but hate at first sight is a whole different ball game, and Zeph is looking at this girl like she’s the Devil’s little sister, here on a day trip from Hell. What the fuck is going on right now?

      “Wrong room, stupid.” Zeph’s voice sets the scene back in motion, seemingly kicking all of our brains into gear again.

      The girl glances around the room, slowly taking in everything, Zeph and me included. If I’m not mistaken, her gaze lingers on Zeph’s bare chest a little longer than is polite, before she meets his angry glare. Interesting. No doubt, she likes what she sees. There’s nothing unusual about that either, so I’m not surprised—most girls do.

      Apart from the fact that Zeph is a very good-looking guy, there’s something about him that attracts people, even when he’s being a first-class asshole. Or maybe because he’s a total douche. I’m never quite sure what it is that has people—especially girls—flocking to him when he quite clearly doesn’t give even half a fuck about them. I guess maybe it’s his unattainable vibe. People like a challenge, and Zeph is nothing if not challenging. Very. Fucking. Challenging.

      “Oh, ugh. I thought... I must have gone to the wrong—” She looks rattled. That makes three of us, though I’m not entirely sure why.

      “Get your eyes fucking tested next time, or your brain. Whichever one is broken enough for you not to be able to follow simple instructions to get to your own dorm.”

      “Shit... I’m new, sorry.” As if we hadn’t already figured that out.

      “Why the hell are you still here? Get the fuck out of here and close the goddamned door behind you, dumbass.”

      I feel kind of bad for her as she starts backing out of the room looking a little like a startled deer. A gorgeous and infinitely fuckable deer.

      “Okay, well I said I’m sorry. There’s no need—”

      Zeph clearly isn’t in the mood to listen to reason, not from me or Bambi, instead, kicking the door shut in her face while she’s still speaking.

      “Well, that wasn’t a very nice welcome for the new kid.” I’m half-joking, half-serious.

      It seems like she was genuinely lost, which is understandable, as St J’s is a labyrinth of halls and rooms that all look kind of the same to someone who’s unfamiliar with the place.

      Not only that, but I, for one, would like to get to know our doe-eyed “friend” a little better—or a lot better, in fact—and we could have started on the spot, by making her welcome and inviting her in to chat. Now that Zeph has spooked her, she’ll probably never speak to either of us again, if she can help it.

      Cock-blocked by my best friend twice in one day has to be some kind of record.

      I glance back across at him, scowling, ready to tell him exactly what I think of his antics, but I take one look at his face and decide to keep my mouth shut on the matter. It seems I have way bigger things to worry about than that. Like why Zeph looks like he’s about to pass out.

      “Jesus Christ, you look like you’ve seen a fucking gho—Oh. Shit.” I wish I could reel the words back in, but I can’t.

      He looks at me like I’m the living dead, but stays silent. I’ve learned from bitter experience that this is never a good sign.

      “That’s the new boy? Maybe I’m the one who needs my eyes tested because that ‘dude’ looked a lot like a chick. The new kid in this block is supposed to be Allen something-or-other. At least that’s what the Heels Up twins said, anyway.”

      Now that he mentions it, I do remember them telling me something like that, but I can’t say I listen to most of what they say, given that it’s ninety-nine percent mindless crap.

      “Well, we know that anything they say is about as reliable as a chocolate condom, but she’s definitely new. I mean, we’d remember if we’d seen her before, wouldn’t we? Maybe her name is Allen.” I hope for her sake it’s not.

      “Poor fucker, if so.” Agreed.

      “Even more so, now that not only does she have a dude’s name, but she’s also lost and looking for her room, and she’s already had a tongue lashing from Zeph Cross, and school hasn’t even started. She’ll probably end up wandering these halls for all eternity, not daring to open another door in case she gets chewed out by someone else, the way she just did by you. If she ever does find her room, she’ll probably go pack everything up and leave right away. The poor thing.” I realize as I stop talking that I’ve probably pushed the ‘poor her’ thing a little too far.

      It’s true, though. Zeph can be a lot to take at the best of times, even for those of us who know him and are used to his crazy ways, but walking straight into an accidental ambush on her first day at a new school had to have stung, and I do feel kind of bad for her.

      “What the fuck, man? Why are you still talking about her? I’ve already forgotten her. I have more important things to think about in general, let alone today, with this video in the mix. I don’t care if she falls off the face of the Earth, right now. She’s totally irrelevant.” He flicks his hand as though to say ‘case closed.’

      “What’s she ever done to you? Besides the obvious, which is hardly her fault. If she fell off the face of the Earth, it would be a waste of a hot girl. Because once you got over the shock and came to your senses, you saw that she was hot, right? Is hot, I mean. That face and that body are fire. And those eyes. Jesus. Way too good to waste.”

      I’m on a roll, and also a potential suicide mission, with the way I’m running my mouth, but I somehow can’t stop. Maybe it’s because while I’m thinking about her, I’m not thinking about Thunder. Except now I am. I push the thought to the back of my mind and carry on.

      “I’d much rather have her in her dorm than somewhere in the black abyss under the earth. Actually, I’d rather have her in your dorm, or better still…mine. We could have shown her some of that famous St. Joe’s hospitality—invited her in, made her feel welcome, all that jazz.”

      “What fucking hospitality? You’re just talking literal shit now. Anyway, if she’s made it this far, you know she’s already suffered through T and D’s crazy happy twinny routine at the gate. She’s probably had about enough peppy welcomes to last her a goddamned lifetime.”

      “True. Those two lay it on real thick for the newbs and other strangers, don’t they? No wonder their dad thinks butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths, even though that couldn’t be farther from the truth.”

      On one hand, the girls have Daddy Dearest wrapped around their little fingers, while behind his back, they’re his literal nightmare come true. I’d love to be a fly on the wall if he ever found out the truth about his little angels.

      “Yeah, it’s pretty fucking funny when you think about it. Not only are they evil bitches most of the time, but also, butter is pretty much the only thing they wouldn’t put in their mouths—way too much fat and too many calories. They much prefer low calorie, high protein snacks like dick and cum.” Zeph always has to push a joke just beyond the point of actually being funny.

      It’s true, but the thought kind of turns my stomach. “Oh, dude, when you put it like that, it’s fucking gross.”

      “Yet, if one or both of them walked in here right now with their mouths or legs open, you wouldn’t say no.”

      “Of course I wouldn’t. I just said it sounds gross, not that it is. There’s a subtle difference. Have you learned nothing in English comp classes?”

      “Noted. Now back to the video. We need a game plan.”
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      We’re goofing off at the beginning of Geography class with Mr. Carlisle the next day when the new girl walks in late. It’s one of those WTF moments where the whole room goes silent, and we could hear a bee fart.

      I guess she made as much of an impression on everyone else as she did on Zeph and me the night before. Speaking of Zeph, I find myself feeling bad for her again as the scene plays out in slo-mo, and she realizes that the only spare seat in the entire room is next to none other than the Devil himself. Oh, snap!

      I glance at my best friend and am not surprised to see that he’s giving her the evil death stare again. The one that no doubt is making her want to shrivel up and die. Not that I can blame her—twice in less than twenty-four hours is pretty bad luck on her part.

      As I watch the situation unfold, something occurs to me that I also noticed last night, but didn’t think much of. Though “Bambi” is understandably wary of Zeph as she eyes him and the spare seat with suspicion, there’s also something about the hard set of her jaw and the slant of her eyes that smacks of defiance.

      Despite my initial impressions, she’s no easy ride or pushover; though she’s quiet, she’s ready for battle, and I’m one hundred percent there for it. They say that anything worth having is worth fighting for, and I’m never one to walk away from a fight. Game on, Bambi. Game. Fucking. On.

      Something in the way Zeph throws her a challenging smirk, that then morphs into a smile, has me thinking that he’s feeling the same way. He doesn’t pull out his version of a smile for just anyone. But then, something tells me Bambi isn’t just anyone. She continues to stare at him in return, not recoiling or retreating this time. She has balls, for sure.

      The room is still as night as everyone watches in fascination while the silent exchange plays out. I’ve never been more aware of body language, and all the shit that can be said when nobody says anything at all, than I have been over the past few weeks. The undercurrent between the two of them is epic, and just watching them wordlessly duel gives me the boner from hell.

      “You must be Ms...” Carlisle the moron is the one to finally break the spell, looking down at the tablet on the desk in front of him, with a slight frown. “Allen? Welcome to St. Joseph’s Academy. I’m Mr. Carlisle, and, as you know, I’ll be taking you for Geography this morning. Please take a seat; we need to get started.” He nods to the chair next to Zeph’s. Ms. Allen practically flinches at the suggestion and doesn’t make a move to sit down, which is just as well.

      “No.”

      “I beg your pardon, Mr. Cross?” Though he's trying to sound in control, Carlisle looks as though he's about to shit his pants.

      “I’m pretty sure you heard me. She’s not sitting here.” Zeph sounds bored beyond belief, but that’s standard procedure for him where anything relating to school is concerned.

      “Oh, I heard you. I was just making sure, as I’m ‘pretty sure’ you’re perfectly well aware that I’m the teacher, and you’re the student. Ergo, you don’t get to tell me what will happen in my classroom.”

      On a normal day, our teacher is about as effective as a wet dishrag when it comes to discipline, especially when it concerns Zeph and me. In fact, he usually wouldn't say boo to us, let alone remind us of the student/teacher dynamic. And even if he did, I’d probably be more inclined to take notice of a dishrag, than anything he had to say.

      But it seems like Zeph and I aren't the only ones affected by the new girl's presence, and Carlisle is pulling out all the stops trying to lay down the law to impress her. Good luck with that, Sir.

      “Well, that’s where I see things differently.” Zeph sits up straight and stares at the older man with laser focus. A deep blush grows up the teacher’s neck and face, but I have to hand it to him—he’s committed to checking Zeph’s ego and stares right back, even though he’s no doubt dying inside.

      “Considering that gross amounts of my parents’ money pays your salary, and for all the shit in this school, including this classroom, I’d say I’m the one holding all the aces—not you.” Touché.

      He makes a very good fucking point.

      “That’s not how it works. Your parents’ money pays for your education. It doesn’t make me an indentured serf. And for the record, no matter the price, I’m still the adult, and you’re the child. I’m still in charge.”

      “That so?” Zeph looks skeptical as Ms. Allen looks on in rapt fascination as the interaction unfolds. Not that I can blame her. Watching Zeph tear a grown adult a new one is a sight to behold, especially if, unlike me, you're not used to seeing it happen.

      “Of course it is, and if you don’t like it, you know where the door is.” He points at it for emphasis. There’s no need to tell Zeph twice—or even once, in truth. He’s up and re-packing his bag before Carlisle can say, “But if you go, obviously Professor Cox will be informed.” I swallow down my laughter. He truly is a moron if he thinks for a moment that Zeph gives even half a fuck about anything Principal Cox says or does. The thought is fucking hilarious.

      Zeph huffs his way to the door slowly, like he has all day, making sure he shoulder checks the doe-eyed new girl on the way past, throwing her one final bag of shade, in case she’s forgotten that he hates her.

      Just as Carlisle is no doubt inwardly heaving a sigh of relief that the ordeal is over, Zeph turns his attention back to the spineless teacher.

      “Oh, and for the record, I’m eighteen, and my parents own your sorry ass.” Mic. Drop.

      I have to hand it to Zeph—he knows how to bring the drama and time it so that it hits just right.

      Bambi looks shocked to the core and shoots Carlisle a look that reads like ‘are you going to sit there and take this shit?’ no doubt largely to do with the fact that Zeph almost sent her into orbit when he left the room. She’s right to be shocked. For most kids, in most schools, a stunt like that wouldn’t go unpunished. But she’s new and has no idea who and what she’s dealing with, but this whole mess must give her some idea.

      This isn’t just any school, and Zeph Cross is far from being the average student—none of the Fallen are, but especially not him.

      Eventually, Mr. Carlisle clears his throat and raises an eyebrow pointedly in the general direction of the seat Zeph just left. Ms. Allen stares back at him, open-mouthed as though he just grew a second head.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Allen?” Carlisle sounds snappy, which makes no fucking sense under the circumstances. Apart from arriving a little late to class—understandable on her first day, while she’s still finding her way around—she has done absolutely nothing wrong.

      “No, no problem.” She shakes her head as she speaks.

      “Then please hurry and take your seat. We’ve wasted too much time today, already.”

      That’s some bullshit, right there. She wasn’t wasting time. She walked into a shit show she didn’t cause, and that Carlisle didn’t do anything to fix. The person wasting time was Zeph, and now he’s not here, so she’s wearing the blame.

      If Zeph wasn’t my best friend, I’d have told our ineffectual teacher all of this, but under the circumstances, I have no choice but to keep my mouth shut and maintain my loyalty. Asshole though he may be, Zeph would do the same in a heartbeat if the tables were turned.

      I’m sure I’m not the only person thinking this, either, but everyone else is silent for entirely different reasons. Namely, Zeph and me. Nobody is brave, or stupid, enough to publicly take a stand against us, even if they want to.

      “Jesus Christ.” I roll my eyes as I say the words, emphasizing my boredom.

      “Language,” warns Mr. Carlisle.

      “Whatever. I’ll say a couple of Hail Marys, and I’ll be good with JC. Just fucking sit here.” I stand up and offer Ms. Allen my seat.

      She looks my way, and our gazes lock. Holy shit. The air between us crackles with electricity that goes straight to my already straining dick.

      “Le Claire, I said watch your language.”

      I don’t even pretend to respect his authority; the man is a joke, and not even a funny one.

      “Yeah, and I said what-the-fuck-ever.”

      I don’t take my eyes off Bambi as I speak. “Christ almighty, are you waiting for a personal invitation from the motherfucking Queen of England, or are you actually a goddamned deer in the headlights? Sit the hell down, before I revoke my offer, on account of the fact that deer don’t have opposable thumbs, so there’s no way you’ll be able to grip a pen.” The air fills with nervous laughter, like the rest of the class is torn between wanting to show they’re on my side and not wanting to get pulled up by Carlisle. “What’s it to be?” I slap the seat of the chair, underpinning my question.

      “That’s quite enough, Mr. Le Claire. Settle down everyone, before I put the whole class on detention for the rest of the week.” Everyone groans then throws the newbie a collective death stare. Poor thing—she really can’t catch a break today.

      “Ms. Allen.” Mr. Carlisle gestures toward my seat. “If you please.”

      She shrugs her shoulders, which I take as a thank you—although I'm not entirely sure that's what it is—so I give her the wink in return.

      She moves toward me, and though it's a calculated move on my part, I don't think she realizes what I'm planning until it's too late for her to back out without looking like she's making a huge deal out of something that could just have been an innocent mistake. It's not, but she has no way of knowing that.

      The only way for her to get to the seat is to squeeze past me, and the look on her face tells me that she doesn't miss the bulge of my hard-on as she brushes against it, and I'm not sorry. Plus, if I'm not mistaken, I'm not the only one who enjoyed the experience. The buzz in the small space between us is even stronger now, and the slight flush in her dark golden skin tells me she feels it too.

      Holy. Fucking. Hell. Something tells me shit’s about to get interesting around this place, real soon, and I'm totally here for it.

      Just before she sits down, I drop my head so that my lips just barely miss grazing her skin, but she must be able to feel the proximity of my breath as I let her in on a valuable secret.

      “Welcome to the motherfucking forest, Bambi. Word of warning...watch your back, or the predators will.”

    

  







            16

          

          

      

    

    






Thunder

        

      

    

    
      “Dude, what the fuck was that?” Tyce's lunch tray clatters onto the table as he flings it down, then throws himself into a nearby chair.

      He stares at his food as though it's toxic waste, rather than the chef-prepared, nutritionally balanced macrobiotic masterpiece that it is—well, if the school brochure propaganda is to be believed, anyway.

      It is all of those things, but most of the time, it also tastes like a doormat topped with hay and sprinkled with pubes. It's the kind of food I imagine being served at a stupidly pretentious celebrity detox ashram—the kind where they talk about cleansing their chakras and sit around inspecting their own shit for impurities, or whatever the fuck.

      I'm not down for it. Give me a cheeseburger, fries, and thick shake any day of the week, and I'm happy. In fact, I'm wondering why we're even here. We normally give the cafeteria a hard pass, if at all possible, and order in whatever we feel like eating that day or night.

      “What was what?” Zeph's acting weird. I mean, weirder than normal for him, which is plenty weird, at the best of times. Instead of pushing the food around his plate like it might give him an STI like he normally would, he's mindlessly forking mouthfuls of spaghetti, hardly seeming to chew before swallowing. He answers Tyce, but he's studiously avoiding eye contact. Also weird.

      “Man, don’t fucking give me that. That hissy fit you threw in geography before. Are you out of your mind?” Zeph stops with his fork in mid-air, then brings it slowly to his plate instead of his mouth.

      Jagger and Lennon join me in watching how this is going to play out. Right out the gate, my money's on it going badly. I'm guessing the twins are thinking the same, and just like me are ready to jump in if, or when, things get ugly.

      “Watch yourself, Ty, because you know how it goes... it’s all shits and giggles until I tear you a new asshole.” I can't quite pick up on Zeph's vibe. Like, he's a lot to deal with on a normal day, but today he seems I don’t know...dangerous, maybe. But I have no idea why.

      “Yeah, well, you know as well as I do that I’m not going to go mano a mano with you, brother. But in any case, you should probably stop acting like a bitch over some girl you haven’t even formally met.” So, Zeph is murderous, and Tyce is what—suicidal? Now they really have my attention.

      What the actual fuck is going on?

      “It’s not like that, and you know it.” Zeph looks like he wants to tear out Tyce's internal organs. I know the feeling well, but I also know my reasons are nothing like whatever the hell is burning Zeph right now.

      And as for Tyce, I have even less of a clue. Being Zeph's best friend, he's either naturally diplomatic, or he's had to become that way in order not to end up fighting with him—whether verbally, physically, or both—24/7.

      “Well, ladies, as entertaining as this little show has been, I think I speak for all of us—” Lennon motions to his brother and me. “When I say, ‘what the fuck is going on right now?’”

      “Zeph is losing his mind over the new girl—you know the one I told you about last night, who accidentally stumbled into his room?” Tyce catches us up briefly.

      “I haven’t lost my mind. I just don’t like her, and I don’t want her here,” Zeph fires back at lightning speed. “And you of all people should know and understand why, under the circumstances.” He gives Tyce the death stare from hell, and I almost feel sorry for him. Almost. I do wonder what Zeph is talking about, though.

      “Why, what’s going on?” Jagger must have read my mind.

      “No secrets, just Zeph being Zeph.” Whatever's going on between them, Tyce still has Zeph's back, even while probably secretly wanting to stab him in it. “You know how he can be. Once he gets an idea into his stubborn mule head, don’t go expecting logic. Meanwhile, I’m over here looking at her like ‘she’s fine as a motherfucker, and I’d totally tap that,’ while Zephy’s busy putting a hex on her.” The twins and I just about die with laughter, but Zeph doesn't see the funny side. Nothing new there. He rarely does.

      “Fuck you.” Zeph gives Tyce the finger, and Tyce, being Tyce, just winks in return, as a small grin curls at the corners of his lips. I try to pretend that the wink doesn't have me wanting to do X-rated shit right there in the lunchroom with pretty much the entire school watching, but can't even convince myself.

      “How hot are we talking, on a scale of one to smoking?” I catch Tyce's grin. This new girl could be the perfect outlet for the energy I'm not going to be able to expend anywhere else.

      “Like, so hot, she burned down the whole motherfucking forest. Easily a twenty.” Tyce looks like he's the dog who got the bone. Or in this case, the boner.

      Lennon perks up, clearly intrigued also. “Out of what?” he questions.

      “Ten.” Tyce is no doubt full of crap, or at least exaggerating to make a good story.

      “Oh shit.” The grin is spreading between us like a yawn. Jagger has it now.

      “Serious?” Lennon's back in the game, also grinning.

      “As cancer. She’s fire.” Even if Tyce is exaggerating, the idea of a change of scene as far as girls at St. J's goes is very appealing right now. More so than usual.

      “She’s not going to be here long, but even if she was, she’s off-limits, so don’t even think about it.” Zeph's tone suggests this is a 'case closed' type situation like it's not even out there for discussion or debate.

      “Off-limits how?” I don't give a fuck if Zeph wants to shut the conversation down. I want to open it right back up again.

      “In every way, and for everything unless it involves ‘encouraging’ her to leave.”

      “Says who?” Jagger’s grin morphs into a heavy frown.

      “The Pope. Me of course, shit-for-brains. Who the fuck else do you think? Just forget you ever saw her.”

      “Well, we actually haven’t seen her. Yet.” It's true. The twins and I are still totally in the dark, but you can bet we are all damned curious, now that Zeph is acting out over her.

      “Which will make it easier for you to have nothing to do with her.” Seriously, what is with him? It's not like he's dating this girl—not that that would ever happen—or fucked her, or even kissed her. Even if he had, he's never had a problem with what a girl does after she hooks up with him. In fact, I've seen him actively encourage all of us to go for a girl he's already been with more times than I can count. So what makes this girl so special that she's off-limits to everyone?

      I throw Tyce an SOS look, and he responds by subtly shrugging and shaking his head. I guess that's a conversation for another day, so I keep my mouth shut and make a mental note to hit Tyce up in private to find out what the actual fuck is going on.

      “You know you’ve basically given everyone an open invite to hit on her now, right?” Tyce's words hang heavily in the air as Zeph dissects him with his eyes.

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” His frown deepens, etching itself across his brow.

      “Sure you do.” Tyce is having way too much fun baiting Zeph, and I'm back to wondering if he seriously does have a death wish. “Reverse psychology. You know, like how if your dad says, ‘Don’t touch the liquor cabinet while I’m away on business,’ the first thing you do as his car rolls down the drive is bust open that motherfucker and get lit all the way to hell and back? This is the exact same thing, except instead of sucking on Henny, it’ll be Blake Allen’s sweet nectar we’re all licking from our lips. Bottom line: the minute someone is told they can’t have something, that’s suddenly the thing they want most in the whole world, and they fixate on it like a crazy person. Reverse. Psychology.”

      Tyce isn't lying. I don't know if it's just a guy thing, but now that I know there's an issue there, even if I'm not exactly sure what the problem even is, I'm intensely curious—more so than I would be if there was no drama. I know curiosity killed the cat, but I also know that cats have nine lives, so I figure I'm prepared to lose a few for some hot new kitty cat.

      Zeph is eerily still and calm, but it's the kind of calm that psychos use to give their next victim a false sense of security before hacking them to pieces and eating their internal organs on toast.

      “First of all, you know I don’t stay at ‘home’ unless my parents aren’t going to be there. Second, Xavier knows better than to try to tell me shit, but if he did for some reason, lose his mind and attempt it, I’d be pouring myself a triple before he could even finish saying the words. So, yeah, I don’t fucking know what you mean.”

      “Come on, Z, you’re a smart guy. You get it, even if it doesn’t apply directly to you. But I’ll humor you and spell it out anyway. We’re dudes. We’re hard-wired to be assholes; it goes back to our caveman days. So now everyone is going to bust a nut trying to bang the new girl, just because you said they can’t.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Zeph eyeballs the rest of us as he speaks.

      “Yep. One hundred percent. It’s on like Donkey Kong.” Exactly what I was thinking.

      “Over my dead fucking body.” I guess that can be arranged.

      “Well, that’s one way to go about it, I guess.” Tyce is still on his suicide mission.

      The sound of Zeph's chair clattering to the ground as he jumps out of it, knocking it over behind him, cuts through the usual lunchroom chatter, and suddenly everyone's looking our way. Or, more accurately, nobody's bothering to try to hide the fact that they're watching us. Everyone stares as Zeph grabs Tyce's collar.

      Before I can tell myself not to, I reach out and grab Zeph's arm, gripping his bicep tightly through the plush wool of his school blazer. Not only do I want to avoid making a scene, but part of me is also prepared to get ugly if Zeph tries to hurt Tyce.

      It's stupid because I know Tyce can more than hold his own against Zeph—in fact, he can take him in a heartbeat—but I can't switch off the protective instinct. As much as I want to tear Tyce apart a lot of the time these days, I pity anyone else who tries to do the same in my presence. It won't be pretty.

      I curve my lips into the best semblance of a smile I can manage, although I know it looks fake as hell.

      “Dudes, settle the fuck down. Whatever this is,”—I motion between the two of them with my chin—“let’s deal with it in private, instead of in front of the entire fucking school, yeah?”

      My voice is barely above a whisper so that I know they're the only ones who can hear me as I squeeze Zeph's arm even harder. I probably look a little crazy with the fake smile plastered on my face, but I don't give a damn.

      Never one to give up without a fight—no doubt until he takes his last breath—Zeph grabs onto my forearm, squeezing it with all his might, the competitive asshole. He grimaces just like me, and now we both look insane.

      “Get your motherfucking hand off me, or I’ll rip your arm out of its socket and beat you to death with it.”

      Funny guy. He knows he has no chance against me, but he has to throw down like that anyway. Sometimes I wonder about his sanity. Scratch that. I know he's out of his mind; the only thing I wonder about now is exactly how far gone.

      “Jesus, Z. Take it easy. Like, maybe calm your farm just a little. Every fucker in the goddamned school is watching this go down right now.”

      As I speak, Tyce's demeanor changes, like suddenly he's on high alert, but not about Zeph.

      I turn and follow his gaze, and Zeph does the same. Suddenly everything that’s been going on makes sense. I've never seen the girl walking across the cafeteria before, but that's not how I know she's the new girl.

      I know because both Zeph and Tyce look at her with wolfish eyes, like dogs in heat, and because I can understand why. She's so hot, it's criminal, and right there and then, I know I want her.

      Jesus Christ, there's no way this is going to end well.

    

  







            17

          

          

      

    

    






Tyce

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ZEPH: The Abyss. After classes.

      

      

      We’re summoned with four simple words, which on a normal day wouldn’t bother me. On a normal day, nothing much gets to me, period. I'm generally a pretty chill guy, especially compared to Zeph, although that's not saying a hell of a lot, because...Zeph.

      But today isn’t a normal day. It’s two weeks after the party, and the ‘thing’ with Thunder and that poor girl Chloe who was just a bystander caught between the wheels of our trainwreck, and even though, on the face of it, things are back to ‘normal’ between the two of us, in reality, they’re not.

      Some days we're genuinely fine, but other times, I want to put my hand through someone’s face, just to give myself something else to think about. Today is even worse, as Zeph has been acting like even more of a freakshow than normal. I didn’t think that was even possible, which was stupid of me, as constantly shifting goalposts are a way of life with Zeph Cross, and I know this. Always have.

      I guess the difference is, now that I have my own shit to stress over, taking on his as well can sometimes feel like a burden too far. What’s worse, where in the past, Thunder would be the person I turned to when shit with Zeph got too intense, the stuff going on with Thunder and me means that’s not even really an option anymore.

      How the hell did shit get so complicated? I don’t even fucking know.

      I’m slouched on my chair in The Abyss like I don’t have a spine, and/or my head is too heavy to carry, and as we wait for Thunder, Lennon, and Jagger, I make no effort to break the stony silence, and nor does Zeph. Not that anyone who knows him would expect him to.

      Looking out for other people’s needs or comfort isn’t part of Zeph’s personal brand. He’s hard-wired to please himself and nobody else, at all times. I kind of envy that in him. Genuinely having no interest in anything other than his priorities at any point in time must surely make life a hell of a lot easier for him. What I’ve seen throughout our friendship one hundred percent supports my hunch, and sometimes I find myself wishing I could be that way, but it’s just not in my DNA.

      Zeph’s about to wear a hole in the antique parquetry flooring the way he’s pacing up and down. It’s practically giving me motion sickness to watch it, and beyond that, it’s just annoying the living hell out of me, but that wouldn’t be hard today. Even minor everyday things like the sound of people breathing or chewing are driving me to homicidal thoughts. I wonder if I’m losing my fucking mind. It seems possible. If not probable.

      When Thunder walks in, I’m instantly tense from head to toe, though I try to maintain an appearance of an IDGAF attitude. I’m not sure how successful I am. Thunder’s getting good at reading me, and I’m pretty sure he picks up on my tense vibe.

      “So, cat got both your tongues, huh?” I don’t look up initially, but I can hear the smile in his voice. Whether he can read me or not, he’s getting fucking good at pushing all my buttons, both good and bad.

      When I eventually meet his waiting gaze, my suspicions are confirmed, and he flashes me a cat-who-got-the-cream smile that has me instantly wanting to reach out and swipe it from his smug face. Instead, I settle for glaring at him like he’s shit on my shoe. Zeph doesn’t even acknowledge his existence.

      “Alright. I’mma take that as yes, then. He okay?” He jerks his chin towards Zeph.

      I roll my eyes and shrug, as though to say ‘what do you think? It’s Zeph we’re talking about.' The general rule of thumb with Zeph is that it’s not okay. It’s almost never okay, and as his best friend, it’s fucking exhausting. Draining, actually.

      His behavior with the new girl is next-level Zeph. Like his normal crazy times the power of Satan in a heatwave. I don’t understand it, or him when it comes to her. I mean, a lot of the time I don’t agree with what he does, or how he does it, but it generally makes some kind of sense to me in some way. His instant and fiery dislike of Blake Allen, not so much.

      Thunder folds his limbs like a human pretzel and throws himself into the chair opposite me. He’s a tall and well-built guy, so there’s a lot of him to throw. I try my best not to think about exactly how much. He mirrors me, bending one leg and resting the other ankle on top of his knee, then drapes his arm over the back cushion.

      The challenge is clear, and I want to question him about it, but I can’t without arousing suspicion from Zeph, who never misses anything that goes on around him, even while simultaneously appearing to ignore everyone and everything. Instead, of speaking, I raise a questioning eyebrow, hoping it’s enough to convey my general ‘what the fuck?’ vibe. Thunder raises an eyebrow back, and internally I’m fuming.

      When did he become such a raging asshole? Of course, I’m being stupid, he’s always been like this. We’re all assholes in our own right. The only difference is that now Thunder is under my skin, his assholery bothers me in ways I would hardly have even noticed before, let alone been pissed about.

      For a moment, neither of us moves, we just stare each other out, but then I remind myself that the only thing worse than one asshole in any situation is two assholes, and as much as he’s unlocked the skill of pissing me off, I’m sure I can manage to do the same to him to even up the score a little.

      I wink, slowly and deliberately. If being a douche is Zeph’s brand, my wink for sure is mine. I can say so much with a wink, without uttering a single word. Today I’m saying “fuck you.” And “I know I can fuck you.” It’s all I can do not to poke my tongue out of the corner of my mouth, as well, but I really fucking want to.

      Anger rolls off Thunder in waves and I give an imaginary fist pump.

      Tyce: 1. Thunder: go fuck yourself.

      I have no doubt that he wants to tear me apart with his bare hands, but instead, like me, he keeps it civil and continues to stare me down.

      “What the fuck are you two doing? Eye fucking? Get a goddamned room,” Zeph fires at us.

      Always eagle-eyed, even when he’s apparently not. And of course, that's exactly what we’re doing.

      Well kinda, anyway. I guess in reality it’s more like eye fighting and eye fucking. Or eye hate-fucking. Which when I say it in my mind sounds like "I hate fucking." I swallow the snicker that builds in my throat at the thought. Anyone who ever hears me saying that, or even catches me thinking it, even if I live to be 150 years old, has my express permission to shoot me on sight. Not that it would ever happen. The day I think like that is the day I’m already dead.

      “Hey hey!” Saved by the twins. Lennon and Jagger are good value. They always bring a change of vibe, and ninety-nine percent of the time it’s a change for the better. They’re two of the happiest guys I know, hard-wired for partying and good times.

      “What was the SOS for?” Jagger chimes in. Zeph shoots him his signature “eat shit and die” look, but Jagger doesn’t even notice. Or if he does, he’s not sweating it. At all. “Wait, wait, don’t tell me. I’m guessing it’s the new girl… The stupidly hot one who looks as serious as a case of the clap, and who Tyce says you have a massive boner for?” he asks, throwing himself down in the easy chair next to Thunder’s, apparently completely oblivious to the fact that he might as well have just stuck his head in a hungry lion’s mouth, and yelled “dinner time!” This ain't gonna be pretty.

      “What’s her name, again?” He pulls one hand away from the arm of the chair and snaps his fingers fake impatiently.

      I roll my eyes. “Blake Allen. Like you don’t know. She’s all anyone’s talked about all day, male or female. The Heels Up twins are trying to claim her as one of their own, but I think they need to get their eyes or their brains tested, or maybe both. She’s leagues ahead of them without even trying.”

      Lennon turns his attention to Zeph as he sits down on the arm of the same chair Jagger is sitting on. “Okay, so she’s beautiful, and different from the usual St. J’s offering, but I still don’t get why she’s a source of so much tension in this room. Did she kick you in the balls and steal your lunch money, or something?”
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      Thunder snot/cough/laughs and all eyes snap to him. He unwittingly has his head in that lion’s mouth now.

      He looks right at me and we catch each other’s line of vision again. We’re locked in a stalemate and damned if I’m going to be the one to break it. Thunder won’t want to, either. That’s the thing when stubborn assholes go head-to-head. No fucker wants to back down. Ever.

      In the end, it’s Thunder who breaks the tension in the way only he can. Just like I’d wanted to earlier, but decided against it because it was too childish, or goofy, he sticks out his tongue and waggles it back and forth. It’s dumb, but it takes the edge off the heavy vibe, and I’m glad he’s willing to go there and look a little silly to salvage the situation, where I wasn’t. Still, I’m not about to tell him that, so instead, I flip him off, feeling some of the tension leave my body.

      Predictably, Zeph is nowhere near as chill. Thunder is playing with fire, and if he’s not careful, he’s going to be burned to a crisp.

      “No, she didn’t kick me in the nuts, or anywhere for that matter. And contrary to what Tyce would have you believe, I definitely do not have a boner for her.”

      “Because…?” Thunder must be feeling lucky today because he’s testing the boundaries with Zeph for real. In fact, he’s leaping over the boundaries like a medal-winning hurdler going for gold at the Olympics. “Because I want her gone. Jesus, keep up. That much should have been obvious to you from our conversation in the cafeteria.”

      “It was, and it’s not that I’m not following, I just don’t really get it.” It must be a cry for help. Like a bizarre and long-winded form of self-harm. Piss off the touchiest kid in school when he’s already irrationally riled up—he’ll off you, thus saving you the effort and the subsequent damnation and hellfire of doing it yourself.

      “What’s not to get? She’s trouble, and I want her to be history.” I imagine Zeph’s last nerve crunching under Thunder’s black school sneaker. Well, it was nice knowing him. Most of the time.

      “But really, what has she done for you to want her out so bad, except exist?” And that is the million-dollar question.

      “Well, first she reminds him a little of—”

      “You say her name, and I will punch your face in so bad, the only way they’ll be able to identify your corpse is by your dental records and your sneakers.” He kicks at my foot to ram the point home. As if there’s any way in the world I could have missed it. He’s nuts.

      “Jesus! Don’t do that, you fucking asshole,” I snap angrily. And there goes my last nerve, so now we’re even.

      Staring Zeph out is like looking into the eye of the storm, or directly into the sun. No good can come of it, and you’re liable to end up maimed. Or blind. Possibly both.

      “Calm your fucking farm,” he snaps back. That’s the closest thing to an apology or an olive branch as I’m likely to get from Zeph any time soon.

      Thunder brings his gaze back to mine, doing the eyebrow thing again. I shift in my seat a little to silently mouth, “Aster.” Zeph’s sister.

      “Okay, so she reminds you of something you don’t want to be reminded of, but that’s not a choice she made. And other than that, she seems cool to me. You can’t just run her out of the school because you don’t like her face.” I’m trying to take it easy on him because of the circumstances, but it’s easier said than done in the face of his total lack of logic.

      “I didn’t say I don’t like her face. Anyway, what did you mean by that?” Zeph shoots me another death look.

      “By what? You don’t like her face? Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Not that, you fucking dick.” Now he's seriously pissed.

      “What, the part about not driving her out of sch—” Zeph glares at me so hard, I don’t even bother to finish the sentence. “Oh that. Well, it’s true. What can I say? She seems cool. I heard she’s going to be rooming with that chick Geneva, who I kinda like, too. She doesn’t seem to give a fuck about what anyone thinks, not even the out-there twins, or Jazzy, or any of those other flaky girls. She does her own thing regardless. Plus, she’s definitely hot.”

      “Amen to that.” Lennon pipes up again.

      “Double amen. She’s hotter than Hades on the holidays.” Jagger backs up his brother, like always. “They both are. Really fucking hot, actually. In fact, I wouldn’t mind being the salami in a sandwich between those two. I’ll provide the mayo.”

      The three of us stare at the two of them, and they both shrug, as though to say whatever.

      “Wait a minute, what did you mean when you said you don’t hate her face?” I ask, cutting off their double act.

      As entertaining as it can sometimes be, I’m not in the mood right now, and it’s safe to assume Zeph isn’t either. I narrow my eyes, watching Zeph carefully. In return, he watches me watching him, and the shutters immediately come down behind his eyes. But not before I read him like a book.

      I know that he hates that I’m one of the few people on the planet who knows him well enough to do that, but that’s not enough to make me stop doing it. Getting where he’s coming from, even when he doesn’t want me to, is one of the main reasons I’ve been able to survive our friendship. I would have been dead in the water, otherwise, and he would always have the upper hand.

      As it is, he has the upper hand most of the time, but at least this way, I can figure out what's going on with him, sometimes before he's figured it out himself.

      Still, no matter what, our relationship is hugely weighted in his favor, like all his relationships: teachers, his parents, Principal Cox, everyone, though I have it better than most.

      “I don’t hate her face. Simple as that.”

      “Hahahahahaha.” I grab at my chest like I’m about to have a heart attack. “Now I know there’s something there, because nothing with you is ever simple. Ever. So if you don’t hate her face, you…?” I leave the end of the sentence hanging and cock my eyebrow, waiting for Zeph to fill in the blanks.

      Of course, co-operation is way too much to ask for, and he leaves me hanging. “Like her face?” I supply.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “So, you like her face, but you still want her gone, because... reasons.” Thunder catches my train of thought, as he so often does. That's the thing—apart from all the crazy shit going on between us, we tend to have a pretty similar way of thinking, and we agree on most things, most of the time. Unlike Zeph and me, because Zeph has a different viewpoint from...pretty much everyone, about pretty much everything.

      “I don’t like her face, or any other part of her. And I have a valid reason, and Ty fucking knows it, so I don’t know why he’s now trying to make me out to be some irrational crazy person. You know I think she has something to do with the videos,” he throws at me.

      “Which makes you a fucking irrational crazy person, because there isn’t a bee’s-dick-sized sliver of evidence or proof to support that out-there theory,” I fling back at him, trying to keep my temper to a simmer, but instead achieving boiling point.

      “Sorry, but what the fuck is going on right now?” Lennon looks about as lost as a nun in a whorehouse.

      “Dude, if I had a clue, you know I’d tell you, because it doesn’t look like either of these two are about to.” Thunder motions between Zeph and me.

      Zeph sighs big. “I want her gone because I think she’s blackmailing me. Here, look at this.” He hands Thunder his phone as he speaks. “I waited until today to tell you all”—he indicates to Thunder and the twins—“because I wanted to get my head straight and figure out what to do. Now I’ve taken the time to work shit out, I think I have the perfect plan to take her down, but I’m gonna need your help.”
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      Though the sound in the room is deafeningly loud with chanting, cheering, jeering, and screaming, I manage to block most of it out, so that it registers as a dull roar—a muffled, filtered noise kind of like the outside world sounds when I’m underwater. It’s there, but not there, removed somehow, but present enough to remind me that it exists.

      But all of that is drowned out by the deafening thud of my pulse ringing in my ears and breath wheezing through my lungs. That’s me right now, just blood and air.

      Although the lights in Hell are bright, with spotlights illuminating the canvas, all I see are tiny pinpricks of light and my imminent victory. Never has the phrase “eyes on the prize” meant more to me in real terms than when I’m in the cage, fighting for my life and edging nearer to the possible victory.

      Right now, my alter ego, Black Thunder, is battling it out with Victor “The Hammer” Rodrigues—one of the toughest opponents I’ve faced in a long time. I’m exhausted, but the end is in sight, but I know I can win. I just need to push harder, to give every ounce of energy I have to nail him, and then a little more. I got this. I can do this. I need this.

      I slam him to the mat, then grit my teeth, bracing every fiber in my body as I growl like a wild animal, digging deeper than I ever have before. “Aaaaaargh.” I grip tighter with both my arms and legs, feeling like a python snuffing out its prey. I guess I kind of am, in some sense.

      “Ten, nine, eight…”

      Fina-fucking-ly.
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      “Get in.” I squint in the glare of the headlights, barely able to focus on the figure in the car.

      “What are you doing here?” My voice sounds as though I swallowed ten pounds of pebbles.

      “I would have thought that was obvious,” Tyce snaps back.

      "What the fuck is obvious about you driving out of town to butt fuck nowhere to block me into a motherfucking parking space?”

      “That’s not it, and you know it.”

      “I don’t know shit.” Except for the fact that I hadn’t wanted anyone here.

      I hadn’t even mentioned I would be here tonight, but I guess the fact that I was AWOL was a big clue. And given that he occasionally fights on the circuit too, Tyce knows where to look if he wants to know who's fighting and when, so it wouldn't have taken much for him to trace me tonight. I just have no idea why he would, or did.

      “Seriously. I mean it. You need to go home and let me do the same. I’m so far beyond not in the mood, it’s not even funny. Now move your car, before this gets ugly.”

      “Have you seen your face? Shit already got ugly, trust me. Hashtag: facts.” That’s pretty funny, not that I reward him with the gift of my laughter.

      It’s also pretty accurate. I can feel my skin tightening as the swelling worsens, which is another reason why I want to get the fuck out of here, stat. The sooner I can get horizontal with an ice-pack on the worst-affected areas, the better.

      “Besides, if I'm going anywhere," Tyce continues, eyeing me with concern as he speaks, "it’s only with you on board.” He motions to the passenger side of his car.

      What the fuck? He’s out of his goddamn mind. I’m way too exhausted for this crap. I only have the energy it takes to make the drive home and pass the fuck out, nothing more.

      Home. Ice pack. Bed. Sleep the rest of the weekend away. That’s it. This bullshit was not, and is not part of the plan. “Not happening,” I tell him firmly.

      “Then no deal.” His expression is hard and unyielding just like his will.

      If I had the energy, I’d probably just take him down and take off, but even holding my body vertically is a challenge right now.

      “Also not happening. If you came here just to make my life hell, then congratulations, you’ve won the prize of my misery. So you can turn tail and drive back, knowing you’re winning in the assholery stakes. Now, for the love of God, will you please move your car.”

      “I came out here to support you.” Maybe I’m unconscious, and this is some bizarre way of my subconscious mind playing weird-ass tricks on me.

      “Okay, well thanks for your support, although I didn’t ask for it, and sure as shit don’t fucking want, or need it. You’re dismissed.”

      “Don’t be an idiot. That eye is closing rapidly as we speak, and you can barely hold your head upright on your shoulders.” He’s right about both things, but where I was aware of my eye before, suddenly my head alone seems to weigh one hundred pounds, never mind the rest of my body. “Let me help you.”

      No fucking way. “Don’t you get that this is precisely why I didn’t want you here? Why I don't want you here? Just stop, Tyce. I’m getting into my car and I’m driving home. Alone. If I have to drive through your car to get there, then that’s fine. I gotta do what I gotta do.” At this point, I'm not ruling out drastic action if that's what it takes to get him off my back.

      “Motherfucker. Why do you have to be so hard-headed and annoying? Accept the help that’s being offered when you need it. It's not a sign of weakness, it's smart.”

      “Who said anything about weakness?" Not me. "Besides, I could say the same to you about being stubborn. Why don’t you just accept that I don’t want or need your motherfucking he—”

      I turn away sharply and hurl into the grass verge that runs alongside the parking lot.

      “You were saying…?” Tyce stands next to me and starts rubbing my back as though it's the most natural thing in the world, but I shrug him away.

      “Quit it.” I manage to choke the words out between gulps of air and bouts of dry-retching.

      “Fuck you, Thunder. I don’t care if you don’t speak a word to me the entire way, but you’re getting in my car, if I have to take you down first to do it.”

      “Are you high? Or drunk? Or deaf? Or maybe you’re just plain stupid? Why won’t you listen to me, and take the fucking hint? I don’t want you here, or anywhere near me, in fact.”

      “Okay, that’s fine. When we get back to school, you can avoid me like the plague. But for right now, as your friend, I’m asking you to please just get into the car. My car.”

      “And what about my car? How the fuck do I get it back to school?”

      “Don’t worry about that now, we’ll figure it out later. Just get in, you big, dumb, motherfucker.”
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      I wake up completely disoriented with no idea where I am or how I got here. But then as I stir and look around the space a little more, I realize it’s completely unfamiliar.

      “Hey sleeping beauty, how’s your head?” Tyce's voice seems to come out of nowhere.

      “Jesus Christ. You scared the living crap out of me. What the fuck? Why does this feel like the part in the movie where the psycho reveals the tray of surgeon’s tools, then starts hacking out internal organs to make into paté?”

      “I have no idea why it feels like that, because I’m not about to cut up anything except maybe a steak sandwich.”

      “Where the hell are you going to get a steak sandwich from?"

      "Room service.”

      Room service. I'm totally confused.

      "Where the hell are we?” I scope out the room again.

      “The Grand. I have access to a suite pretty much 24/7, as long as my dad's not using it, and given he's in Aspen this weekend, he's not. ."

      “Okay, but I don’t understand what that has to do with me.” I'm legit starting to wonder if maybe I'm still asleep, and all of this is a figment of my imagination—a wild, fight-induced dream.

      “Nothing. Except I went to the fight, and the idea was to bring you back here for another round of ridiculously hot hate-fucking. But then you weren’t okay, so...” Tyce shrugs.

      “So you swooped in on your white charger like Prince-fucking-Charming, and saved me, is that it?”

      “No, I’m not saying that, at all. First of all, I drive a sports car, not a horse. Secondly, I was just in the right place at the right time is all. And as much as you think you have this shit all handled, you know Mick would leave you for dead and not even bother to dispose of your body." He has that part right for sure. "I just figured you could use someone in your corner who gives a fuck whether you live or die."

      "This is Mick we're talking about. Of course I know I'm an expendable resource as far as he's concerned. I'm the one who works for him, not you. But you get that the guy runs an illegal underground fighting and gambling ring, right? What do you expect from someone like that, a motherfucking saint?” I look at Tyce as though he’s out of his mind.

      “Sure I realize I'm just a piece of meat to him, and meat can always be thrown into the trash and replaced when it's past its expiry date. Mick cares about two things: himself, and money. Wait. Three things. Pussy is the third one. The health and welfare of the chumps stupid enough to get into the cage and fight to make money for him aren’t even close to making that list, and never will be."

      "So if you know all this, why the fuck do you still do it? It's not like you need the money." He's right. I don't, and I feel for the guys who do, because we're not the people getting rich every time we risk our lives in the cage.

      "I'm in too deep to get out now. I owe Mick." It's partially the truth.

      For more reasons than one, Mick owns me, and he's not a guy you just turn to and tell him you want out and everybody walks away, no hard feelings. He and his “investors” stand to lose a lot of money if I don't fight, and he's not going to stand back and take a decision like that lightly, and neither are they. These are the kind of people who fit you with a pair of concrete boots and send you scuba diving in the Hudson, or turn your body into a human spitroast without hesitation.

      Even still, not wanting to end up a casualty of Mick and his associates is only part of the truth of why I continue to fight. Tyce is right—I may not need the cash, but what he doesn't know is that I need the feeling. I need to feel something. Anything. The adrenalin rush I get in the cage when I’m fighting for my life is more powerful than any high I've ever had—molly, coke, Special K—nothing comes even close.

      "Nothing's worth the risk you took fighting that animal tonight. The two of you aren't even in the same weight class." No motherfucking shit.

      But then this isn't high school wrestling. It's no holds barred, anything goes, backstreet MMA for money. Nobody gives a fuck about details like weight classes, or rules. Everyone just wants to get paid.

      "No offense, but I don't think I'm the only one who was surprised that you made it out of there alive,” Tyce continues. “I'm pretty sure most of the money in the room was going against you." He's probably right, but that's not my concern. My concerns are winning and not ending up dead. In that order.

      "As it is, you didn’t exactly come out unscathed. I think maybe you have a concussion, which you should one hundred percent get checked out by a doctor, by the way. I guess it's lucky I was there, or else…" Jesus Christ, why is he still fucking talking? Who the hell does he think he is, my goddamned mother?

      “Or else I would have slept it off in the car, then driven myself home with no drama. I’ve done it before, and you can bet your ass I’ll be doing it again. So, like I said, I didn’t need you to swoop in and do your superhero routine."

      “You’re welcome, asshole.” He looks and sounds pissed, which is becoming a pattern with us.

      “What’s to thank you for? I didn’t ask you for shit, especially not the whole stalker kidnapping thing.”

      “Jesus Christ, why are you being such a raging douche about this? I told you I wasn’t trying to be a hero. I just wanted to pick you up and fight-fuck for a couple of hours. The hotel room just seemed like a better idea than sneaking around at school, is all.”

      “Or we could just not sneak around,” I mutter, more to myself than anything.

      “What did you say?”

      “I mean, I get the angry sex part and I’m there for it, one hundred percent, but tiptoeing around at school and at parties and all of that is getting real old, real fast. So why don’t we just quit?”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “I’m saying it’s the twentyfirstfuckingcentury. Who cares who fucks who, and who knows about it?”

      “But I’m straight.” Jesus, this scenario is starting to feel a lot like Groundhog Day.

      “So you keep saying. But you also keep fucking me, so I don’t know what to tell you.” I shrug, shooting him a daggered look.

      “I don’t understand why you’re making this so complicated. I came to support you at the fight, even though you didn’t want me to, oh and congratulations on that, by the way; he’s a tough motherfucker, and didn’t make that victory easy for you.” Ain’t that the truth? If I’m this wrecked even though I won, I can’t imagine what the thirty-four people he’s beaten felt like afterward. Death warmed over, no doubt.

      I bring my attention back to Tyce. “Then I wanted to put all that excess post-fight adrenaline coursing through your veins to good use, rough screwing until our dicks were raw, because I know fighting gets you mad horny. That’s it. All the rest of this shit is just that. Shit. Forget this ever happened, yeah? I had someone pick up your car, it’s in the secure underground lot, and the keys are with the valet. I’ll see you around at school.”

      He pushes up from the chair he was sitting in and heads toward the door. I spring from the bed, which with hindsight, wasn’t my smartest move, as it gives me a headrush and makes me a little woozy, but I ignore the feeling and grab for Tyce’s shoulder.

      “What the fuck? Where the hell are you going? You drag me out here like some rapey frat boy, then you want to take off and leave me alone? Not gonna happen.” As I speak, he looks at my hand on his shoulder as though it’s a fresh turd.

      “Jesus Christ. I don’t know what you want from me. Yes, I brought you here, and by the way, I practically had to carry you, because you were so fucked up. You’re welcome! Again.” He yells the words this time. “I let you sleep, because you obviously needed it, but rather than appreciate the gesture and effort, you wake up pissed, for reasons known only to yourself. So then I say I’ll leave you to it because you clearly don’t want me anywhere near you. But then you get pissed at that, too. I can’t win, you stupid fucking asshole.” He turns to face me, shoving my chest hard to emphasize his point.

      I shove him back harder, then shoulder check him so that he hurtles back against the door. His head hits first, connecting with the solid wood with a definitive ‘thunk.’. I guess we’ll both be nursing sore heads for the next few hours, and I’m not even sorry.
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      Before I know it, we’re fighting again, even though I’m sure Thunder must be in a lot of pain, given that his lip is split, and his eye is almost swollen closed. On one hand, I feel like a total asshole for hitting him when he’s already down—it’s not cool, and I fucking know it.

      On the other hand, he drives me so crazy with a bunch of feelings and emotions that I can’t even identify most of the time, that even totally illogical shit kind of seems logical when we’re together in the moment. Or I can’t piece together enough sense from everything I’m feeling, to do anything other than the illogical shit. Something like that.

      When he starts dragging my t-shirt from the waistband of my jeans and yanking it up my chest, realization hits me. Oh. I return the gesture, tugging at his t-shirt, then fumbling with his zipper, and fly, while he does the same to me. We back away from each other a little to strip down properly, then we’re immediately back together, grappling and fighting all over again.

      Thunder lunges forward and thrusts his hand around my throat as he slams me against the wall. I shove him back, but he doesn’t give an inch. He has me right where he wants me, and he clearly has no intention of letting me move anyplace else. His hand at the base of my collar bone is tight enough to impact my breathing a little, but not enough to worry me. Turns out I like being choked when we fuck.

      As bad as I feel fighting Thunder in this condition, damn, he’s as strong as Thor, no matter what, and as his taut abs and pecs ripple against me, I'm all about it. He crashes his lips down to mine, and like the first time we went at it after a fight, I taste the metallic tang of his blood in my mouth, as the split on his lip most likely opens wider.

      Why the idea of him bleeding into my mouth makes my dick throb even harder is a mystery to me, but it turns me on beyond belief. I guess it’s part of the whole gritty, messy, dirty “thing” we have going on.

      I don’t have a better word for it than “thing.” What is it? What are we? I have no fucking idea, and I really don’t want to think about it right now. I shake my head, trying to empty it of the wayward thoughts so that I can focus on Thunder and all the ways we can get each other off in the time we have remaining in the hotel room.

      I claw at his chest and arms, well aware that there will be visible scratches there when I'm done, but not giving a damn, instead, just focusing on the feel of his hard biceps flexing as I sink my nails into his flesh.

      I hope he has no intention of wearing a T-shirt for a while, or if he does, he has a reason ready for why his skin is torn to shreds. But that’s not my problem, it's Thunder's. And even if it was mine, it would be a problem for Future Tyce to worry about. Present Tyce just wants to fuck, and not give a damn about the consequences.

      I wrench my lips from his, then bend my knees and lower myself down, bracing my back against the smooth, cool brushed concrete wall, maneuvering myself so that I’m kneeling in front of Thunder. It’s only as I’m eye-to-eye with his dick that the realization dawns on me.

      “I’ve never….I mean, I guess I don’t know how….” My voice is a low whisper, hoarse with arousal.

      Thunder leans his forearms on the wall and tilts forward so that his forehead is resting on them. Then looks down at me through the gap, a lazy, shit-eating grin, splitting his lip even further.

      “So many firsts with you, eh, TLC? Especially after you gave me your anal V-card. I’m honored.” His voice is laced with mocking, bordering on malice, and he flutters his eyelashes in an exaggerated comic book manner that reignites the anger in me like a match to a canister of gasoline. “You’re allegedly a smart guy, so I have every faith you’ll figure it out.” The challenge is clear, and I'm one hundred percent ready to accept it.

      With those words, he shoves his hands into my hair, pulling my head toward his cock and thrusting his hips forward. And just like that, I’m sucking dick for the first time.

      Thunder was right. I figure it out pretty quickly. I know what I like and do that for him, hoping it hits the mark. Plus, Thunder leads most of the action, moving my head back and forth at the pace that suits him, and also controlling the depth. I try my best not to gag as he pushes deeper, and manage it most of the time.

      At some point, I grab him at the base of his dick and pump in time with the rhythm he sets, which has him thrusting harder and faster while groaning deeply. Then, when he speeds up even more, I prepare for the inevitable, hoping I’ll be able to be cool and swallow. Just as I think it’s time, Thunder pulls out of my mouth abruptly and releases my hair from his grasp.

      “On the bed.”

      Huh?

      I’m clearly not quick enough with my response for his liking.

      “Jesus, why are you standing there catching flies? Get moving. I don't have all year.”

      What the hell is going on?

      “I don’t want to come this way, and since we have a bed, let’s motherfucking use it. On your feet, then on your back. Now!" He snaps his fingers impatiently.

      Although he's still being an asshole, his words send my boner into overdrive. Even more so when he slides his hands back into my hair and yanks me upward. Shit. The caveman thing is hot as all hell.

      "Oh, and not bad for your first BJ, by the way. Though FYI, you'd better believe that next time I’ll be giving you a full mouthful, and you need to be ready to swallow.”

      Fuck.

      I scramble to my feet then head over to the bed, and despite my instinct to slide onto my stomach, I follow Thunder’s instructions and lie on my back. He’s at the foot of the bed immediately, dick in hand, pumping it slowly.

      “Aren’t you going to come to the party?” He motions to my dick, and I immediately catch his meaning, grabbing it and doing the same. We both have pre-cum glistening at the tip, and it's all kinds of hot.

      Thunder lets go for a moment to spit into his palms, another thing that unexpectedly drives me wild. He grips his dick again with one hand, and with the other, he gently probes the pucker of my ass.

      “Ready?”

      I nod, taking a big deep breath, and relaxing into the mattress beneath me. So ready, I can’t trust myself to speak right now.

      He nods too, then reaches forward and lowers himself so that his tip is just grazing my hole. At the touch, I let my eyes drift closed and arch my back slightly so that my face is turned upward, facing away from Thunder toward the headboard. But then nothing happens, so I straighten my back and bring my chin down, opening my eyes to look at him.

      He’s waiting for me—his eyes are extra dark, and fixed in a steely glare.

      “I want you to look at me.”

      “I am looking.”

      “Nah, I mean while I fuck you.”

      “I can—”

      “You can’t, huh?” he interrupts, finishing my sentence before I do. “In that case, I can’t, either.” I don't understand what he means until he starts moving away from me, and as soon as I catch on, I grab his wrist, pulling him closer again.

      “Sorry, what’s that TLC? Did you have something to say?” He smirks as he speaks, and I'm desperate to wipe the smug look off his face. What a douche.

      “No. Don’t. I mean...okay.” Still, even as I say the words, I break eye contact, which pisses him off.

      He leans further forward, squeezing my cheeks hard, and wrenching my head painfully to face him. If I thought he was pissed before, now he’s raging. “We do this my way, or not at all, yeah? Break eye contact with me again before we’re through, and I’m pulling the pin. I don’t care if our balls are so blue, they fall off. Got it?” I don’t answer. He squeezes harder. “Do. You. Understand?” I nod this time, too angry to utter a word. “Good.”

      He lets go of my face and rears back, before pushing steadily into me.

      Hoooooooooooly...

      Thunder pushes my legs wide apart, then holds them in place that way as he moves back and forth inside me, and I pump my dick in time with the pace he sets. It’s so intense that my entire body feels alight with nerve endings like I’ve never experienced before. Every sense is heightened and overwhelmed, and with each stroke, I feel less in control and more out of my depth. I feel like a driver hurtling headlong toward a “wrong way” sign knowing they shouldn't, but somehow unable to turn back.

      I wanted to come so badly that I accepted Thunder’s terms without question, and now I don’t know who I resent more—him for screwing me up, or myself for letting my dick rule my head. But the longer we go on like this, the more I’m pissed off that he twisted my arm to do something that could change the game between us, because I know it was a calculated move on his part. I just don’t understand why.

      As our arousal builds, so does our pace, and before long, I’m so focused on coming that nothing else matters. There’s nothing else in the world except him, me, his menacing glare, and the orgasm gathering steam inside me. I feel fit to combust, in more ways than one.

      “Arrrrrgh. Shit.” As Thunder starts to come, he bucks hard, hitting the spot for me, over and over, then when he reaches underneath me, drawing my ass up off the bed and using my body as leverage to plunge even deeper, I lose it totally, screaming my pleasure and pain as I come harder than I ever have. At some point, Thunder clamps his hand down over my mouth—I guess so that we don’t get complaints from the other guests—and I bite down hard to stop from yelling any louder.

      That's the last coherent thought I have before I lose my mind completely.
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      I’m in the kitchen at another of Zeph’s parties, wishing that I’m anywhere but here. I don’t know if it’s because I’m in a weird headspace because of the shit that’s been going on with Tyce, or if there is a genuinely strange vibe here tonight compared to normal, but I think it’s the latter.

      Okay, so my head is a little twisted. A lot twisted if I’m honest. As much as I play hardball when we’re together, the way Tyce and I are practically living a double life is starting to get to me.

      After he effectively kidnapped me following the fight with The Hammer, and we fucked ourselves senseless in that hotel room like the world was ending, we slid back into school, and normal life like the whole night never happened, and the longer it goes on, the more it feels like we’re living a lie. I mean, we basically are, and it seems so weird to me that we can fuck each other’s brains out, and get each other off so epically one minute, and the next, we’re hanging out in The Abyss like we’re just bros like everyone else. It’s bullshit.

      But even taking that into account, the vibe here is off tonight. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but there’s a spark of tension zapping through the air, just waiting to ignite, and when it does, I’m dreading the fallout—it’s a shit fight waiting to happen.

      Zeph runs hot at the best of times, but tonight he’s more highly strung than ever, and he’s as out of control as I’ve ever seen him. His energy is off-the-charts tense, like a piece of elastic pulled close to breaking point, just about to snap. The situation with Blake and the videos is getting to him, and the cracks are starting to show, as much he’d never admit it and is doing everything in his power to hide it.

      “Now who’s the one acting like they’re at a funeral when they should be having fun?”

      I’m so locked in my head that Tyce’s voice seems to come out of nowhere, to the point where I physically startle a little as his words cut through my jumbled thoughts.

      “Jesus man! Fuck. Don’t creep up around that, you nearly scared the living crap out of me.”

      “What? Who’s creeping? How the fuck am I always the creeper/stalker in this scenario? I literally just walked in here like normal. You were lost in your own world, that’s all. Speaking of which, what’s eating you? You look like you’ve just found out it’s the end of the world and you’re not going to be able to give away your V-card before it bursts into a fiery ball, and we’re all burned to crisp.” Well, that’s an image, and I thought I was supposed to be the one with the.vivid imagination!

      “What the fuck are you talking about? There’s nothing wrong, I’m just tired, is all.”

      “Bullshit. This is me you’re talking to. What’s going on?”

      “I already told you nothing, now just fucking drop it.” The words shoot out of me like machine-gun fire, taking me by surprise, and sounding harsher than I intended. Not that I really care. Fuck Tyce.

      “And I already told you that I don’t buy it for a minute. So look me in the eye and tell me you’re fine, and I’ll drop it.” Jesus, he’s a pain in my ass.

      “Dude, screw you. I don’t owe you shit.”

      “I didn’t say you did, but if you’re okay, then there’s no harm in just indulging me, and looking me in the eye, instead of staring at the floor like it’s made of molten lava, right? C’mon, just look at me.”

      I sigh deeply and roll my eyes, but decide to do as he’s asking, more to shut him up than for any other reason.

      “There. Happy now?” I watch as his eyes cloud over, while he studies me.

      “Not really. I’m your friend, and if something’s bothering you, I want to help, but there’s nothing I can do if you don’t tell me what’s up.”

      “Jesus Christ, you and your fucking savior complex. Newsflash: I don’t need or want your help. I never have, and never will. But since you’re asking, the only thing that’s up is my dick, and if you insist on doing something to ‘help’ you can get down on your knees and suck it.”

      “Jesus man, shut the fuck up, somebody might hear you!” Tyce scans the room quickly as a look of pure terror takes over his features, but it’s just the two of us here, the same as it was when he walked in.

      “So? You scared someone’s going to find out you like to suck dick? More specifically, my dick?”

      “Thunder, I’m not joking. Shut your fucking mouth.”

      “And if I don’t? What the hell are you going to do about it?”

      I stare him down, watching his stance change as anger seems to sweep through his body. His muscles tense, and he curls his hands into fists, clearly ready for a fight.

      Zeph and I are obviously not the only ones close to the edge tonight.

      “I’m serious, man. You need to keep your voice down.” His tone is harsh and urgent, but he keeps his voice low.

      He walks forward so that we’re nose-to-nose, no doubt realizing the tactical error when it’s too late to do anything about it without seeming like he’s submitting to me. If there’s one thing the two of us have in common apart from wrestling and fighting, it’s that we’re both as stubborn as all hell. So, as uncomfortable as he no doubt is, he’d rather that than back down.

      So now, not only are our noses touching, but so are our straining dicks.

      I give him a slow, sly smirk. “I don’t need to do shit, and the only thing I want to be down any time soon, is you, on me.”

      I reach forward and grab his cock, squeezing it hard through his jeans, loving the way it throbs to my touch. His words might say he wants nothing to do with me right now, but his dick is telling a completely different story as it pulses in my hand.

      I have him exactly where I want him—hard, horny, and completely on the back foot.

      “Relax, Ty.” I lower my voice, finally giving him what he wants. Kind of. “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s nobody around. And even if there was, they’re all so lit that  probably wouldn’t give a fuck what we’re doing and with whom.” I trail my tongue across his collarbone before stopping to suck hard. I don’t know when hickeys become so hot to me, but leaving my secret mark on Tyce’s skin turns me on to Hell and back.

      I smile against his skin as his breath hitches. I love that I have that effect on him.

      “Thunder, this isn’t funny.”

      “Who’s laughing? Definitely not me.” I squeeze his dick one more time, before letting go, and changing the angle of my hand so that I can stroke him up and down, and when his body jolts violently, I actually do laugh.

      “Oh, and the only person who is near and might give a fuck is...busy right now, so just chill, and let me make you feel good.”

      Tyce looks utterly confused. “I don’t know who—”

      “Zeph,” I fill in for him, but I can tell by the frown contorting his brow that he still hasn’t joined the dots, so I give him a helping hand by jutting my chin toward the laundry to the side of us. I watch as realization spreads across his face as he cocks his head to listen to sounds coming from behind the door, as though he only just noticed them.

      “That’s Zeph?”

      “Yep. And Blake.” Tyce’s eyebrows shoot up his forehead. “Yeah, sounds like they’re having a pretty good time. So like I said, Zeph has bigger fish to fry right now than giving a damn about what you do or don’t do with your dick.

      As if I planned it that way, the noises in the laundry reach fever pitch, and then stop abruptly. Clearly, both Zeph and Blake got what they went in there for, and presumably, both enjoyed themselves to the fullest. It certainly sounds that way from our vantage point in the kitchen.

      When the door slides open, Tyce freezes like a deer in the headlights, not moving a muscle, except his heart, which I feel thudding frantically against his ribs. Eyes wild, he’s in fight or flight mode.

      I study him for a beat, then grip his dick tight again—there’s no way I’m letting him take off, so I guess if anything, it’s going to be fight, not flight. Standard procedure for us these days, anyway.

      A few moments later, Zeph appears in the doorway, but doesn’t look left or right before stomping out of the room like the Devil is on his tail, sliding the flimsy door shut behind with more force than is strictly necessary. Just like I said, he’s too preoccupied with his own agenda to worry about anyone else right now.

      When Zeph is out of sight, Tyce turns his attention back to me, and his initial look of relief at not being seen quickly morphs into another flash of anger.

      “What was that, asshole?” I shrug, not bothering to dignify him with a response, not that I think he even really wants one. He leans hard against me, aligning his lips with my ear. “So you want to play games, huh?” His voice is low, and tense again. “Well be careful what you wish for, Jackson because you’re not the only one who can flex.” He sucks my earlobe between his teeth and bites down hard, sending flaming arrows of arousal shooting around my body. “Watch and learn.”

      With those words, pulls back sharply, turns on his heel, and stalks toward the laundry. When he gets there, he turns to me slowly with a sly smirk gracing his lips as he throws me his trademark wink. Then he slides the door open, and disappears inside, closing it behind him.

      Motherfucker.

      I whirl around, dizzy with rage, and slam the flat of my palm into the nearby wall with as much force as I can muster. While part of me wants to storm out of the kitchen and tear the house apart with my bare hands, a much bigger and more sadomasochistic part has me rooted to the spot, letting every scream and moan coming from the laundry erode a piece of my  soul.
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      We’re gathered around the firepit in the immaculate garden sometime later, and I stare at luminous flames as they dance and crackle frenetically, casting us all in an eerie light and causing shadows that give the whole scene a sinister vibe.

      I'm standing way too close, but in a perverse kind of way, I'm enjoying the discomfort as my skin gets hotter. It kind of reminds me of the rest of my life these days. Everything is a little too hot, too fucked up, and too uncomfortable for my liking: Tyce and me. Blake and the three of us. Even fighting—which used to be the one thing in my life that was always good, no matter what—is fucking complicated right now.

      My skin sizzles, and so does my temper as I go over recent events in my mind. I'm so pissed at Tyce, it's not even funny, which makes me even more pissed at myself, because I know that's exactly what he wants, and I’m playing right into his hands.

      The more I think about it, the more I realize I'm not cut that he went into the laundry with Blake. What happened in there was always going to happen—when The Fallen want something, we get it, and we all want Blake, so it is what it is. If it wasn't him, under different circumstances, it would have been me.

      The thing that makes no sense is the fact that just because he's made out with Blake, that doesn't erase the fact that he's fucked me. Multiple times. Or that, despite what he's trying to tell himself and me, he still wants me.

      And the truth is, he can screw Blake a thousand times, and so can I, but it doesn't mean that when Tyce and I are in a room together we're not both going to want to do the nasty. Our attraction to Blake doesn’t cancel out the fact that we’re mad hot for each other. And our experience with Chloe tells me that, if anything, the two things complement each other.

      The thought of sharing a bed with both Tyce and Blake has me as hard as I was in the laundry with Tyce pressed against me, which pisses me off even more because there’s not a damned thing I can do about it right now, apart from ignore my throbbing boner, and hope to God that it goes away, stat.

      The conversation is going on around me, and I'm ducking in and out, picking up parts then zoning out of others. There's only so much I can handle going on in my head at once, and right now, it's overflowing.

      “Wait, wait.” Tyce waves his hand at Zeph. “Let me get this straight. So first Blake walks in on you balls deep in Olivia’s asshole—”

      “Hold up. Who the fuck is Olivia?” Zeph interrupts.

      “What do you mean, ‘who’s Olivia?’ You had your dick in her ass. You should probably remember her.” I swear Tyce's key role in their friendship is to be Zeph's conscience and moral compass. Not that there's anything wrong with that—someone needs to be, and it's rarely Zeph himself, so thank God for Tyce.

      “First of all, I do remember her. She’s blonde and hot.” Zeph grins, but gets nothing but a blank stare from Tyce in return.

      “That’s true, but you could also have just described around eighty percent of the girls you’ve ever been with. Ninety, even.”

      “Correct. But I’m not talking about them, I’m talking about... uh…?” He still hasn't got a fucking clue. I swallow down my laughter. I'm sure Tyce isn't seeing the funny side of this situation right now.

      “Olivia,” He sounds like Zeph's mother, or a teacher, trying to talk some sense into him.

      “Yeah. Her. I remember her. She fucks like a pro. Also, I didn’t have my dick in her ass. It was my finger.”

      “Okay, whatever. Same, same.” Tyce quips, clearly not wanting to get bogged down in the details. Not that I blame him.

      “Nope. I thought I was the one who didn’t pay attention in class. I guess I must have somehow absorbed the finer points of human biology, even without trying.”

      Gold. Some of the truest words Zeph has ever said, and maybe I’m enjoying them even more because he’s kind of making Tyce look stupid.

      “It’s not the same at all, and if you’re gonna accuse me of shit, you’d better get your facts straight. Besides, since when do I need to know someone’s name, or remember them the next day, to have a good fucking time, or a good time fucking, for that matter? We screwed in the bathroom, and I explored her asshole. We didn’t get married. Although, having said all that, ‘Olivia’ was totally pissed when she realized I didn’t know her name.”

      “Dude, you’re something else, but none of this is the point. The point is that Blake interrupted that, and you reacted by inviting her to join you. Then minutes later, you’re only just done with coming inside Olivia, and you stalk Blake, and—”

      “Wait a fucking minute.” Zeph shoots Tyce a burning look. “Who the hell do you think I am? I didn’t stalk anyone. I was done with the bathroom chick and needed another drink. I walked into the kitchen and saw Bambi in there, heading toward the laundry.”

      “But why would you even go into the kitchen in the first place? All the booze is in the living room.”

      “Jesus Christ. What are you now, a detective? I know where the good stuff is stashed. Not that it goddamn matters why I was in the kitchen at my own fucking party. The fact was, I was there, and so was she. End of motherfucking story.” For once, I agree with Zeph. Why the hell does Tyce care so much, especially since Zeph cornering Blake in the laundry allowed him to do the same?

      “Okay. So, with your dick still wet with the other’s girl’s juices, you’re then all up in Blake’s grill?” I roll my eyes, but I doubt anyone else would have noticed.

      Tyce is being so fucking hypocritical. He did pretty much the same thing with me.

      Okay, so we weren't screwing, but he was so hard the entire time that I knew he wanted to, and I sure as hell did. Then he walked into the laundry with a fresh hickey from me, and a boner for me, and screwed Blake regardless.

      When I think about it again, in a way, it's kind of worse. It's not like Zeph owed this Olivia chick anything, and if he did, he gave it to her in the bathroom. He didn’t know her, and she meant nothing to him, whereas Tyce took what was technically mine and gave it to Blake, knowing that I was outside listening to the whole thing.

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Yeah, I had just fucked ‘Olivia’, but I still had more life in the old dog, especially after the little taster eye-fucking Blake and I had in the bathroom. I was horny as a mofo, but when I followed her into the laundry, I had no intention of fucking her. I just wanted to scare her.”

      “I mean, I guess getting nailed by the legendary Zeph Cross probably does scare the life out of some girls,” I throw out, mostly to move my thoughts off the path they're on, before I say or do something to give myself away.

      Zeph shoots me down with an invisible poison arrow in the form of one of his “fuck off and die” looks, but doesn’t reply to me directly. Instead, he addresses the whole group like we’re all something he stepped in and ruined his favorite limited edition collectible sneakers.

      “Not only that, but, unlike the rest of you assholes, I’m working the goddamned plan. Remember the plan? The one we agreed to on her second day? Well, I’m sticking to it, and it’s going well, not that any of you asswipes even care.”

      When he turns his head to look at each one of us in turn, as though to make sure we know how much he hates us right now, the reflection on his face of the flames in the firepit gives him a demonic look, with hollowed-out eyes like molten coals, and a gaping black chasm for a mouth.

      “Okay, so you planned on scaring her, and…?” Lennon jumps in at this point, hurrying Zeph along. We’re all pretty immune to Zeph’s wrath, given that he’s so often pissed off with one, or all of us.

      “And I did, but it’s not as simple as that with her.”

      “Because you like her?” Jagger goes from casually draped all over one of the bench seats around the firepit to upright and alert in a fraction of a second, watching Zeph warily.

      They tend to do that a lot, Lennon and Jagger—finish each other's sentences or thoughts. Most conversations with them toggle back and forth between the two of them, and they're not even faking it like Trinity and Divinity do. Zeph shoots him a dirty look, but laughs lightly, anyway.

      “Not because I like her, you bonehead. In fact, I’d say it’s Little Tycey here who’s nursing a widdle crush and a perma hard-on for her.” All eyes are on Tyce now, and he does his best to keep his features neutral. Zeph isn't wrong, but I find it weird that Tyce doesn't enlighten him on what just went down in the laundry.

      “I’ve seen the way he looks at her, and the faraway look he gets when he talks about her,” Zeph continues. “I’m beginning to think he really is harboring feelings for her, but trying to keep it on the DL, deflecting his feelings onto me,”

      “Dude, what exactly did you take tonight, because you have to be tripping. Hard.”

      Interesting. Apart from the whole 'us' thing, this is the first time I've been aware of Tyce keeping things from Zeph, but now I’m thinking that maybe he's always done it, and I just never knew before.

      My impression, and no doubt the impression they give to the rest of the world, is that the two of them have an unbreakable bond that's closer than brothers, one where it's balls to the wall, all day every day, no secrets, no lies.

      Either way, I guess now that Tyce is lying—at least by omission—about what's going on between us, I shouldn’t be surprised that it's so easy for him to lie about all sorts of shit, including Blake.

      Zeph shrugs, barely giving the question a second thought. “The usual. A bit of this, a bit of that. And a little of the other. You know how it goes.” I know how it goes. If it's there, Zeph will snort, smoke, or swallow it.

      “Yeah, I do. Clearly it goes straight to your demented head.” I could watch the two of them spar like this all day, and sometimes it genuinely feels like that's how long they go on flinging one-liners and insults.

      “Fuck you. You can’t make out I’m crazy every time I disagree with you, or you don’t like what I have to say.” If only Zeph knew what I know. He'd tear Tyce limb from limb, then feed his butchered corpse to the wolves.
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      Zeph fixes his attention back on Jagger.

      “It’s more complicated than that, because she’s pure fire. And I mean that in both senses of the word. Without needing to ‘like’ her, because we’re not in fucking grade school, anyone with eyes can see that she’s fine as a motherfucker. That’s just a fact.” Nobody with all their brain function would bother to deny that.

      “But what’s also a fact is that she’s a fighter. She has this butter-wouldn’t-melt innocent demeanor thing going on the one hand, and on the other, she has a backbone of steel, and she’s not just going to break because we say a few harsh words. I don’t know anything about her, really, but I can tell she’s been through enough shit to hold her own here. So, when the opportunity to up the ante presented itself, I grabbed it with both hands.”

      “And your dick," I supply. I can't help laughing at my lame joke. It might be stupid, but it's funny as fuck.

      “Yeah, that too.” Zeph’s features morph into a rare smile.

      “And do I need to ask how that worked out for you, or does the shit-eating cat-who-got-the-cream grin on your face say it all?” He obviously has no idea that I heard every scream, grunt, and moan, so I know exactly how well it went.

      “It says it all, but I’m still gonna say it anyway. It was by far and away the hottest fuck of my life. Hands down. No question. Period.” That’s quite the compliment coming from Zeph.

      Not only is he not known to blow smoke up anyone’s ass, or to give credit where it’s not due—or even where it is a lot of the time—but he’s also slept with enough girls to be able to make an informed comparison. More than enough.

      “That good, huh?”

      “Nah, better. So fucking good, my balls are still aching just thinking about it. I take back what I said earlier. She’s not fire. She’s way beyond that. She’s more like white-hot molten lava, scorching a path through the earth’s core.” My balls are in the same state as Zeph's just hearing him say the words, and remembering the sounds that leaked through the laundry door while he was on the other side getting his freak on.

      He's right about Blake, of course. She's beyond hot. “Anyway, enough about me, because like I said, I’m clearly actually working the plan. What the fuck are you losers doing?”

      “Dude, seriously, we’re really going to do this here and now, when we’re lit as fuck, not to mention tired and jaded?” Tyce has a point. I'm not so lit, but I'm definitely jaded, and not in the frame of mind to have any kind of serious conversation about this right now—I’m still too dirty at Tyce to even think straight.

      “Yeah, we’re about to do this now. We’re all here, and, as the saying goes, there’s no time like the motherfucking present.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s entirely not how the saying goes, but I’ll go with it. I’ll level with you here, I haven’t really had much chance to work the plan, yet.” I would have expected Tyce to sound a little more apologetic, but I’m also learning that I need to adjust my expectations where he’s concerned. The more I know about him, the more it’s clear that he’s full of surprises and secrets that not even his best friend knows. It makes me wonder what else he’s keeping from everyone.

      “Much chance, or much desire?” Zeph throws the loaded words back Tyce’s way. It's a good question, and one I’m silently asking as well. I'm interested to know what Tyce has to say for himself.

      “Both I guess.” Well, at least he's being straight up with his response this time.

      “I knew it. You fucking dirty ball sack.”

      “Man, eat shit and choke on it. Before you jump to conclusions, you of all people should respect the fact that I’m not going to just blindly do something if I don’t believe in or understand it.”

      I kind of get where Tyce is coming from. Zeph only does whatever the fuck he wants, or what suits him at the time, yet he expects us to just bend to his will. It’s bullshit.

      Still, I wonder how it will affect their friendship when the truth comes out, which I’m sure it eventually will.

      The two of them have fallen out about all sorts of shit in the past and fought physically a whole bunch of times, but this feels different, and there's no way Zeph doesn't see it as a betrayal. Of course he does. That's how he rolls, and in this case, I tend to agree with him to an extent.

      Either way, someone’s going to lose when all is said and done. The only question is who.

      “And you don’t believe in supporting your best friend?” He squares up to Tyce with his chest puffed out, poised for a fight, for sure. I can practically see his fists twitching. Tyce seems pissed, but not enough to take up Zeph's challenge.

      “Don’t put fucking words in my mouth man, you know I hate it when you do that.”

      “Okay, Mr. Le Claire. Please do tell the audience playing along at home exactly what your issue is. I, for one, am all ears.” Zeph's sarcasm is legendary, and today is no different.

      “Same issue I’ve had since day one. I just don’t understand on what basis you think she’s connected to the videos, apart from merely coming onto your radar at the same time they did. She’s never said or done anything to indicate or suggest that she knows anything about them, let alone is responsible.”

      Again, I agree with Tyce. I just don't see the connection between Blake and the weird videos Zeph’s been getting, apparently threatening and blackmailing him. Those kinds of crazy mind games seem way more like something one of the rich bitches would do than Blake.

      “That’s just it, though. I got the first one the day she arrived at school, and now everywhere I turn there she is, and the videos keep on coming.”

      I don't know her well, of course, but from what I've seen, she's just not that kind of girl. That's not to say that she's any kind of pushover, because I don't think she is. She has this quiet confidence about her where she may not say much, but I have a feeling that she can hold her own when it matters.

      She also seems like a pretty straight up “what you see is what you get” type of person. I get the feeling that if she doesn’t like someone she’d tell them to their face, and bother with anonymous messages. It’s just not her style.

      I know this because I have been sticking to the plan in my own way. I've been scoping her out—watching where she goes and what she does when she's not in class, figuring out her patterns and habits, that kind of thing.

      I mean, I guess some would call it stalking, but I prefer to see it as research. I’m putting the work in to get the results I want, in the end. Zeph thinks we're not following the plan, but he's wrong. What he needs to remember is that his way isn't the only way to get shit done, though I'm sure he believes it's the only right way.

      But because as individuals we’re as different as night and day—except Lennon and Jagger who are like two peas in a pod—we all bring something different to the party, and following the plan isn’t going to look the same for each of us, thank God. If we were all exactly like Zeph, poor Blake would probably have high-tailed it back to her old school already by now.

      So while Zeph is about as subtle as a circular saw between the eyes, and Tyce is Mr Charming, I'm more of a watch and wait kind of a guy. I'll make my move once I’ve done my groundwork, but when I do shoot my shot, I can be sure it will hit right.

      That’s one thing I’ve learned from fighting and wrestling—it’s not just about sheer physical strength—the best fighters have that, but they also think strategically to make every move count.

      “Come on man, you’re a smart guy. Possibly psychotic. Probably psychotic. Okay... definitely psychotic"—Ain't that the truth?—"but also undeniably smart. You can’t seriously believe that’s anything more than a coincidence? Can you...? Zeph? Because that would be like me saying that because it rains every time I put up an umbrella, it means I’m causing the rain by putting up the umbrella. It’s a fucking coincidence, is all; there’s no causal link between the two things.”

      Tyce has the patience of a saint, when it comes to dealing with Zeph's psychosis, and I can't help but admire him for it, although I find it weird that when he's alone with me, he shows no such patience or restraint. His temper goes from zero to sixty faster than an SSC Tuatara on a test circuit.

      But Zeph being Zeph, he's not about to just lie down and accept that he's been out-logicked by his best friend, even though he obviously has. “You don’t even own a goddamned umbrella. I don’t believe in coincidences, and I don’t trust anyone. Something wasn’t right about that day, and you know it—and now the videos, and this chick? I believe there is a connection; we just need to find out what.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yeah, we do. We also need to keep the agreement we made. We stick to the plan. We work the plan. We nail the plan. We nail her.” I’m 150 percent down for the nailing part, but I doubt he means it the way I’m thinking about it right now.

      “Oh, yeah? And what if we choose to see the situation for what it is: a screwed-up coincidence, and move the hell on?”

      Tyce is totally right. The more I think about Zeph’s take on the situation, the more insane it seems.

      Sure, Blake just showed up with her big doe eyes and silky smooth brown skin, looking good enough to eat, and changed the game where girls at St. J's are concerned. But why can't Zeph just admit that, like Tyce and me, he has a raging boner for her, rather than throwing all this other crap into the mix as a cover?

      It's kind of funny. She's the first girl who isn't falling onto his dick on sight, so instead of pursuing her like any normal guy would, he has to wage war. If that's not a 100 percent Zeph move, I don't know what the fuck is.

      “Then ‘we’ better fucking look for a new best friend.”

      He flings his empty bottle into the firepit and is gone.

      As the bottle shatters and crackles in the flames, I can't help but see it as a metaphor for our situation. Me and Tyce. Tyce and Zeph. All three of us and Blake. The whole thing is glowing white-hot, ready to shatter into a thousand tiny shards, tear us all apart and leave us forever scarred.
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      "Rumble, Le Claire, on the mat."

      I roll my eyes but move sluggishly to where Coach directs us. As much as Tyce is the last person I want to be rolling around on the floor with right now, I know there's no point in objecting.

      Not only would arguing with Coach be a pointless exercise that would result in me running laps as punishment, but it would also draw unnecessary attention from people around us.

      The fact is, the gym is the one place I can't avoid Tyce, even if I want to. There are so few of us in our weight class that the two of us are paired up often, out of pure necessity. There's no point in bitching about it, so the only thing to do is man up and get the hell on with it.

      "I fucked Blake. We fucked. Yesterday." Tyce hisses the words and winks just as Coach blows the whistle for us to wrestling.

      What a fucking asshole. I'm so mad at him, I don't even know what day it is, but not for the reason he probably assumes. I'm not pissed that he screwed Blake. That was as much of a sure thing as maple syrup on pancakes. What I hate is that he chose now to tell me, probably because he thought it would upset me, and throw my game off.

      Well, fuck that shit. The stupid thing is, in dropping the bomb when he did, he's probably given me the upper hand, without even realizing. For sure, I've never been more determined to win than I am right now. If it takes every ounce of energy I have in my body, he's going down, and it's not going to be pretty. Not that I give a fuck. I give it my all pull and outstanding Cross-Face Nelson, forcing Tyce to concede.

      It’s the last match of the class, so as soon as Coach declares me the winner, I stalk out of the hall and barge into the changing room. I barely slow to grab my bag and uniform from the bench before slamming out of the sports hall and into the quad, still wearing my singlet.

      Although I have French next period, I have no intention of going back to class. I'm way too worked up to sit and listen to Mademoiselle Voisin talk about La Rochelle or whatever the fuck, even though staring at her impressive rack barely contained within her almost-sheer blouses is normally a high point of my week.

      Today, not even her perky nips are enough to distract me from the venom coursing through my veins. As I make my way across the quad, the cool breeze hits the sweat on my skin and causes a rash of goosebumps to flash across it.

      I shudder a little, suddenly cold and hearing my mom's voice warn me, "Don't go out like that, you'll get a chill." She's probably right, but there's no way I was sticking around to shower off, or even just get dressed, so it is what it is.

      Back at my room, I dump my bags by the door before peeling off my sweaty singlet and tossing it to the floor as I consider my options. I look down at my raging boner, wondering whether to deal with it now or wait until I've taken a shower. I could also kill two birds with one stone and jerk off in the shower. In the end, the thought of a little rest wins out, and I drop onto the bed in a tired heap. I'll worry about the sweaty quilt later.

      I lie back with one hand bent behind my head, and it's only moments before the other drifts to my dick, gripping it firmly. I close my eyes, letting my thoughts wander, though I have a pretty good idea where they'll go right away.

      My eyelids snap open again as my bedroom door slams loudly against the wall.

      "What the fuck?" We yell the words at the same time.

      "In case you haven't noticed, this is my room, so I should be the one asking the questions. What are you doing here, Tyce?"

      "I came to see what the hell you were playing at just now."

      "You mean when I nailed your ass on the mat?"

      "No, I mean when you ran out of the locker room like a little bitch without taking a shower or even getting changed."

      I swear to God, I'm going to kill him. He's still standing in the entrance to my room, with the door wide open. Not only would anyone walking past get a full view of my junk, but more importantly, they’d witness the messy scene unfolding between Tyce and me.

      "I didn’t run. I left. Not that it's any of your business, or that I owe you any kind of explanation, and I'm kind of busy, in case you didn't notice." I know he noticed. He's been staring at my dick and I’ve been pumping it slowly and rhythmically since he flung the door open. "So you need to either back up and ship out, or come in and close the door because I have no intention of putting on a show for our neighbors.”

      The fact is, the likelihood of anyone coming past right now is pretty slim, as everyone should be in class. But then, everyone doesn't always do what they're supposed to do. We're a case in point.

      I study Tyce carefully as he carries on watching me, seeming to weigh up his options. Jesus, I want him. So motherfucking bad, my dick hurts. As pissed as I am, still my overwhelming desire right now is to screw him into oblivion.

      Tyce finally steps further into the room, just as I suspected he would, and blindly reaches behind him for the door, slamming it shut while watching me like a hawk. I'm not sure if he's simply avoiding eye contact, or he just really likes to watch me jerk off. Either way, I don't stop, keeping up my slow but steady rhythm.

      "So?" Tyce speaks as soon as the door clicks shut.

      "So what?"

      "Quit the games, Thunder. Why did you take off like that before? Are you pissed about the whole Blake thing?"

      "You mean because you slept with her?" I clarify.

      "Yeah."

      "Nope." I pop the P.

      I reach across to my nightstand, grab the small bottle of lube oil I keep there, and squeeze some into my hand. It feels so good when I pump my fist back and forth along my shaft again that I let out a small involuntary moan. Tyce shifts his weight from foot to foot, but doesn't divert his gaze.

      "So you made a scene and sped out of the gym practically naked before because you weren’t mad at me?" His voice is dripping in sarcasm.

      "Nah, you got it all twisted. I'm pissed as hell, but not because you  fucked Blake. That would be like being cut that night follows day.”

      Confusion reigns on Tyce’s face. “Why then?”

      “Because you tried to throw me off my game by telling me when you did. You could have told me sooner, like right after it happened, or waited until later, but you strategically tried to snake me to get the upper hand. That's out of line, man, and honestly, I expected better from you. But that's not why I left the way I did."

      "Then why did you?"

      "I wanted to avoid a scene, not cause one."

      "I'm not following you." Part of him definitely is—his eyes are trailing my hand, stroke for stroke.

      "This is why I left." I nod toward my dick.

      "To jerk off?" He looks confused as hell.

      "Basically, yeah. I was salty about what you did, but also horny as all get out. What the fuck was I supposed to tell the guys when I got into the shower in full view of the entire team looking like Woody-fucking-Woodpecker on ‘roids? You talk about causing a scene, that would have been a scene. That and the fact that you then ran out of there after me like an ugly ass Cinderella. So much for keeping our shit on the DL."

      "Nah, it's not like that, nobody would have noticed."

      "Really? I take off without showering, then you leave not long after with your shirt half-open, your tie undone, and no socks on, and you don't think one of those knuckleheads will have figured out what's up?"

      "Nah. I mean maybe, but I think you're crediting them way more brains than any of them actually have."

      "I guess we'll have to agree to disagree on that, but when people start to talk, just know that I told you so. And while we're on the subject, what is up?"

      "How do you mean?"

      "I mean, this isn't a spectator sport, so now you're here, you either get on board, or get out."

      Tyce shifts his weight slightly again, and the lock of my bedroom door clicks behind him. Then he looks up, finally making eye contact for the first time since he got here.

      Holy. Shit. His deep green eyes are blazing. "Oh, I'm on board, believe me." I do.

      The look on his face tells me that, so does his sure and steady pace as he strides across the room toward my bed, undoing the few shirt buttons he had done up, and throwing it to the ground along with his tie.

      I watch the muscles of his chest ripple as he moves, and find myself getting even harder, though I didn't think it was possible. Seems like where Tyce and I are concerned, anything is possible.

      "Stop."

      He's at the end of the bed about to climb onto it, but halts in his tracks at my command.

      "What the fuck? What now?" His facial expression matches his tone. I guess he's short of patience today.

      "Nothing. Just stay there. Don't move."

      He does as he's told, despite his obvious irritation, so I grab the lube oil and make my way quickly to the end of the bed. When I get there, I kneel in front of Tyce.

      "There's something I've been wanting to do with you for a while." Today seems like as good a time as any. "Let me." I motion to the bulge of his school pants, and he nods slowly, understanding my meaning.

      I reach out and grab his waistband, then unfasten his pants.

      "What is it?" He sounds a little apprehensive, and I enjoy the power of catching him off guard, as I often do when we screw.

      "Shut up." He does. I think more from shock than anything.
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      I have no idea what he's thinking or planning, but something in his tone tells me not to mess with him, so even though I'm still hella pissed about the whole locker room thing, I decide to just wait and see what he has in mind.

      He yanks my pants down to reveal my dick, which is primed and ready for action, as is always the case where Thunder is concerned. For a moment I think there's a glitch in the Matrix, because he's still as night, staring unblinkingly at my dick as it bobs in front of him.

      Just as I'm about to call his name to bring him back down to earth, he seems to snap out of it, reaching for me. Even though I'm expecting his touch, it still makes me jump a little. Not from surprise, but from the current of electricity that passes between us as his skin meets mine.

      Except for Blake, I've never been as physically attracted to anyone as I am to Thunder, which kind of makes no sense, and at the same time, so much sense. No sense because he's the first guy I've ever been attracted to, and I honestly never had any inkling that I could like a guy, but a lot of sense, because...Thunder. He's something else.

      I watch as he pours oil over his hand and onto his dick, then starts pumping slowly back and forth. I know that whatever he has in mind, this is barely even the tip of the iceberg, but it already feels so good, I can hardly deal. When he slides closer to me at the end of the bed, so that our hard-ons are rubbing against each other, my breath catches in my throat.

      Thunder grabs the lube again and drizzles it over us, before reaching round to grab both our dicks at the same time. Then he starts pumping again, but this time he's squeezing both shafts tight in one hand as though jerking himself off, except it's not just him, it's me, as well.

      He slowly thrusts his hips back and forth in the opposite direction to his hand movement, and it doesn't take me long to get the memo and join in. The tension between our two dicks as they press together, and his hand as it moves back and forth, is out of this world.

      It's one of those situations where I want to feel every tiny move, but on the other hand, I need to keep my shit together so that I don't feel too much and am in danger of jumping the gun.

      "Jesus Christ, ‘straight’ boy,"—Thunder's voice, dripping with sarcasm, pulls me out of my head.—"don't goddamn overthink it. It's a fuck, not quantum physics."

      "Screw you, asshole."

      "Whatever, man. Anyway, speaking of which..."

      “Speaking of what?”

      He doesn't answer, just slides his hand between us, hovering a lubed finger lightly against my taint. I still as I wait for his next move, and moments later, he presses a little harder, while stroking back and forth. Nobody’s ever touched me like this, and it turns out I’ve been missing out on a well-kept secret. It’s seriously fucking hot. He keeps this up until the point where I think I’m going to lose my mind if I don’t get more.

      Seeming to read me like a book, Thunder slides his finger so that it’s hovering just outside my hole. I stop moving again, and when he applies a little more pressure, l brace myself and hold my breath, waiting for what I know is coming next, but he doesn't move. Just when I think he's not going to, and I release the tension I've been holding in my shoulders, he takes that as his cue for action, slipping his finger into my asshole as far as it will go.

      "Holy shit! T, I can—"

      "Shut the fuck up." I do as I'm told, making a mental note to get him back some other time. Right now, I can barely breathe, let alone resist, so there's nothing I can do except submit to him.

      Thunder pumps his other hand around our dicks faster, and picks up the pace again with the thrust of his hips. I try to stay still, to somehow contain the pleasure, but my body has other ideas, regardless of my mind, and I find myself keeping time with the rhythm he sets. Thunder pushes the finger in my ass back and forth at the same pace, and I immediately lose it, falling forward against his chest.

      Forget Heaven, and that all that shit Father Tobin is always crowing about in his sermons. Wherever I am right now is where I want to go when I die. I don’t care if it’s Purgatory, Hell, or motherfucking Narnia.

      Thunder lets go of our dicks so that he can lower himself back onto the bed, and the few moments where his hand isn't there feel like forever. I hustle to get myself in place so that I'm straddling his lap, and our dicks are aligned in the same position as they were when we were upright. Yet, when Thunder grabs onto them again, it somehow feels even more intense than before.

      I lean forward a little, wanting to do something with my hands, and instinctively shove one against his neck, squeezing tight. The other I slip into his mouth, where he immediately sucks down hard on my fingers.

      We stay that way, driving toward our inevitable orgasms for as long as we can both take it, and, for me at least, it's an act of iron will and restraint, when all I've wanted to do from the moment he laid hands on me is bust a nut all over him.

      When I finally can't hold back anymore, and I feel my release building in my balls, the sense of relief, even before I come, is immense. It’s like water breaching the walls of a dam. Then when I do eventually come, I reach a higher level of ecstasy than I even knew was possible—no drug has ever brought me close.

      I look down as Thunder lets loose moments later, and my cum mingles with his as rivers of it cascades out of us and over his hand and abs. So fucking hot.

      "Jesus, man, that was e—"

      "Was?" Thunder's voice is full of laughter, but I'm not in on the joke.

      "Yeah...it was—"

      "Oh, you thought we were done?" He pants out the words—we're both breathing heavily, due to the exertion of coming as hard as we just did. I nod. Of course, I think we’re done. We are. We both just nutted hard. "Nope. That was just the appetizer, and you better have left room for the main course." He smirks wickedly.

      "Fuck." I fall forward onto his chest, loving the feel of our combined cum sliding between us. I start to turn my head to rest it on Thunder's shoulder,

      Though he's still out of breath, and clearly exhausted, just like me, that doesn't seem to stop him. Before I can catch my breath, he wraps his legs around my waist and flips us so that I'm below him on my back. It's a simple move, and if my limbs didn't feel like spaghetti, and all my blood wasn't still in my dick, I would have easily been able to deflect it. But my reflexes aren't for shit right now, and I feel like all my strength shot out of me when I came.

      "Don't think you can come in here and interrupt me jacking off, then not finish what you started." I honestly thought we had finished.

      Clearly, Thunder has other ideas. "I mean it, motherfucker. Do you think I just upped and forgot about the little stunt you pulled before? I didn't, and I'm about to prove it by fucking you into next week, so hard you'll regret the day we ever met." I sincerely doubt that. Not the fucking me into next week part—that I believe—but I doubt there's anything he could do that would make me regret knowing him.

      "Big words, T, but that's all they are, unless you can back them up." I think my mouth just wrote a check that my dick can't cash, but even though I'm completely wrung out by what he just did to me, there's no way I'm going to concede to him in any given situation without a fight. Not on the mat, or in the ring, or in bed. I'm kind of an asshole like that. We both are.

      "And I thought you said you weren't pissed about that."

      "I said I wasn't cut about Blake, and trust me, I'm not. But like I said before, the shit you pulled on the mat was way out of line, and this is your payback."

      He rears up onto his knees, then bends my legs, pushing my thighs out to the side, pressing down hard to hold them in place.

      "Brace yourself, lover boy, this is going to hurt some."

      He pushes into me with no warning and only our combined cum as lube, and he's right, it hurts. But what he didn't mention was that the pain is so sweet that I immediately find myself wondering where it's been all my life.

      I used to think that taking a beating on canvas was the biggest pleasure/pain high I was ever going to experience, but this right here is next level. It just hits different. Again. And again. And again.

      When I cry out in ecstasy, Thunder leans forward and presses his hand over my mouth.

      "Shut up."

      He's right. Although everyone should be in class, there's always a chance that, like us, people aren't where they're supposed to be, and the last thing I want is for someone to overhear us.

      But then, when Thunder ups the pace and pressure, ramming into me with so much force, I swear my spine is going to go through the mattress, all thoughts of discretion fly out of my head, and I let loose with a wail that could wake the dead.

      Most of the sound is absorbed into his palm, but not all, and I don't give a fuck.

      In response, Thunder grips my mouth tighter and rails me harder. There's probably going to be a handprint across my face when we're done, but that's the least of my worries.

      Right now, my focus is on keeping my shit together while Thunder shows me just how pissed he is with his actions, in a way that he probably never could with his words. It's brutality I've never seen from him outside the ring, and I don't know how to feel about it, except horny to the point of agony.

      We carry on that way until I swear I'm having an out-of-body experience. Then when I come back down to earth I'm on the edge of what I know is going to be a ball-shattering orgasm.

      I grab his ass, clawing into his flesh, desperate for more, even though I'm not sure how much more I can take.

      "Oh, you like that, huh?" He sneers the words sarcastically, which for some fucked up reason turns me on even more. "How about this?"

      A few more ruthless thrusts from Thunder, and I'm there. As predicted, it's the most epic experience of my life, and neither one of us even touched my dick. My body bucks and shudders wildly, totally out of my control. I couldn't stop it, even if I wanted to, which I don't.

      Thunder comes at the same time, screaming his release at the top of his lungs, clearly not caring who hears. When he's done, he collapses down onto my chest, and we lie like that for a few long moments, in a panting, sweaty heap, his hand still pressed to my mouth.

      "Oh, and by the way, you should have known better than to think I'd make idle threats, asshole. I always back my words up with actions, and then some."

      I’ll never doubt his commitment to following through again.
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      "Earth calling Thunder. Come in Thunder. Do you read me? Over." I wave my hands in front of his face, and it seems to be that action, rather than the sound of me imitating a dispatcher, using my hand as a microphone, that snaps him out of his daze.

      "Huh? What?" He looks truly surprised to see me standing in front of him.

      "What's going on with you? You've been sitting there in your trunks, staring into space for ages.”

      He looks around the room, again seeming surprised to see it empty apart from the two of us.

      "Oh, yeah...it's nothing."

      "Okay, so I'm going to pretend like you didn't just lie to my motherfucking face, and we'll try that again. What the fuck is eating you? You look like shit, and you're distracted as fuck. Don't think I didn't notice that you were off your game out there."

      It's true, we weren't on the mat together today, but whenever I caught glimpses of him wrestling, I could see something wasn't right. He was making stupid mistakes and missing easy pins. Coach picked up on it, too.

      Thunder sighs big, and yanks at his hair. “Remember that fight a while back with Hammer?”

      "You mean the one where I had to drag your concussed ass from the parking lot, and then we—"

      "Yeah, that one. Although you didn't have to do anything. That was your choice, and not one I was on board with, if you remember."

      "How could I forget? You might not have been down for my help, but there wasn't a motherfucking thing you could do about it, given that you were basically unconscious at the time. Anyway, what about it?"

      "Mickey wants us to fight again."

      "Okay." I don't get what the issue is. "I mean, it's only been a hot minute since the last one, but other than that, and the fact that you only just made it out alive, I fail to see the problem."

      "That's just it. I might have barely scraped out of it, but I still won, and as I suspected at the time, that wasn’t the predicted, or desired outcome, so now they want a rematch."

      "I still don't get it. Why would they want a rematch? The last one was solid. You won, and though he's still a brute, and out of your weight class, if you beat him once, you can do it again."

      “If we were mismatched before, it’s even worse now, because word on the street is that he’s been hitting the ‘roids real hard, and is now the size of an armored tank.”

      “Instead of just half a tank, like before?” Thunder nods distractedly.

      “Okay, but we both know that winning in the cage, even in these dirty fights, isn’t all about brawn, and you have the edge over him in terms of brains, stamina, agility, all of that stuff. He’s just a big meathead, with a brain smaller than his roid-rotten nuts. You can still take him.”

      "Yeah, that’s not what they want, though. They want me to take a fall."

      "A fall? You mean, like throw the match?"

      "Exactly. He’s roided up and bulked out, and they want me to take a proper beating, but ultimately, not come out on top. Mick even told me the exact round and move I need to fake out on, too. They bet on every aspect of the game, so I have to be specific"

      "Nah man, you can't do that. It's bullshit." What the fuck?

      "Agreed, on both counts. But Micky doesn't see it that way, nor do the thugs who want to recoup their losses from last time, or the ones who 'sponsor' The Hammer. And these aren't the type of people who'll sit down in a boardroom and reason shit out. They're the kind who'll beat me to death, then push my dead body from a moving vehicle on I-287."

      "So bail. Tell Mickey you're done with fighting for him." I shrug.

      It's the only solution I can see if he's going to get out of this with his dignity, reputation, life, and limbs intact.

      "Did you hear the part where these people are murderous gangsters? If it was as simple as that, don't you think I'd have walked by now? There is no pulling out. I'm in this until he says I'm not, or until someone takes me out. For good."

      The thought makes my stomach lurch. "That's fucking madness."

      "Yeah, well, nobody said mob bosses were sane."

      "No, I meant that you're crazy."

      "Oh. Well, I guess I can't really argue with that, either."

      His smirk makes me want to be the one to take him out. How can he take all this so lightly, when, however he cuts it, he could end up dead?

      "Why is this funny to you? It's fucking bullshit." I turn and slam my fist into one of the nearby locker doors. I'm going to regret it later, but right now, I don't give a fuck, and it beats smashing my fist through Thunder's face, which is what I really want to do right now.

      "You think I don't know it's bullshit? I know, but what are my options? I'm damned if I do, damned if I don't. In fact, I'm dead if I do, dead if I don't." He shrugs, still not seeming to take the situation as seriously as I think he should.

      "So what's your plan?"

      "Who said I had one? Why do you think I was staring into space before? But at the moment I'm thinking I'm not going to do it."

      "You're going to pull out of the match?"

      "No, but I'm not going to throw it, either. Fuck that shit. That's not what I got into this for."

      Right now, none of this makes any sense, least of all the fact that he fights this way at all.

      "Then why did you get into it?"

      "You know why. I just love to fight. It's a high like no other. You've felt it, you should understand." He’s right I have felt it, and I used to think it was an unbeatable high. But now, I've rumbled between the sheets with Thunder, I think differently. Still, I get his meaning.

      "Yeah, okay, but why like this? You're good. No, you're great. One of the best. You don't need to put yourself through these ground and pound back-alley cockfights—you could go pro. Easy."

      "I know I don't need to, but I want to. You think I don't know I could go pro? I’m well aware, but that’s not what I’m in it for. I like the NHB fight club route. There's no commitment, no training schedule, no diet, no manager, no agent, no sponsors' dicks to suck—in either sense of the word. It's just me and the other guy, and life or death."

      "And a whole lot of armed and dangerous crazy assholes who could end you in seconds if you do the wrong thing."

      "Yeah, there's that. But in the cage, none of that matters. The only thing that matters is survival."

      “Apart from the risk to your life, did it ever occur to you that the whole house of cards could come tumbling down in spectacular style at any moment? What if one of your fights gets raided? I mean, not that it's good for anyone to get arrested at any time, but given who your dad is, it would be an epic disaster as much for him as for you, if not more so."

      "Like I don't already know that. Not that I have any intention of getting caught, but if I did, at least I'd have the benefit of the strings my dad can pull on my side. Let’s face it, I have a better chance of sliding out of any charges than most people do."

      "That's what you're telling yourself, is it? Not that a scandal like this could ruin your dad's reputation, and therefore his career. Like the world needs another crooked lawyer."

      "Listen, I'm not an idiot. I know all this stuff, and I would never have told you if I'd known you were going to crow at me like my mother about it. I don't fucking need this shit from you on top of everything else, so if that's all you've got, there's the door." He juts his chin toward the exit as though I haven't been in the room thousands of times before.

      "I know where the fucking door is, asshole. And for the record, I'm not busting your balls just for the hell of it. I'm your friend, and I'm worried about you. I'm just trying to have your back, is all. I thought that's what I’m supposed to do. Apologies if I misunderstood how friendship works." I sneer the words, totally salty.

      "So is that all this is, one friend concerned about the welfare of another?" He raises a questioning eyebrow as he turns to me over his shoulder while he shoves shit into his bag.

      "Of course. What else would it be?"

      "Nothing. Forget I asked. Listen, I gotta bounce, so..." He shrugs, not looking directly at me.

      "Why are you being like that?" Jesus, I know he’s worried about the fight, but why is he turning on the one person in his corner?

      "I'm not being 'like' anything, but as you know, I have a lot on my mind right now. I don't need everyone and their wife throwing their opinions into the pot and stirring."

      What the hell? "Yeah, so it's a good thing I'm not just anyone, right?"

      "Aren't you? Oh, that's right, I forgot. You're a friend looking out for another friend."

      "Yeah, that's right, I am. So why are you saying it like that makes me the biggest scumbag in the world?"

      "No reason. I mean, I'm not. Let's just drop it, yeah? I don't have the time, patience, or headspace to deal with any other bullshit."

      I don't know what he means by any other bullshit. "Right. But what ‘other’ bullshit is there?" There’s nothing apart from the fact that he's about to get himself killed, one way or another.

      "This." He motions between the two of us. What the fuck? "You doing the concerned friend thing. It's bull crap. You're not my dad or my boyfriend, so you can take your concern and shove it up your sanctimonious ass. I don't need it, and I definitely don't want it." Well, he's made that very clear. "So excuse me, but I have way bigger fish to fry, and life or death shit to attend to."

      He grabs his bag, slings it over his shoulder, and barges out of the changing room, leaving the door banging loudly behind him and me standing in stunned silence.
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      Everything seems different tonight. Hyperreal and larger than life. The cage seems bigger and more threatening than ever. The lights seem brighter. The tension in the room is sky-high, and the crowd seems even more menacing and bloodthirsty than normal.

      I feel like a gladiator thrown to the lions, and everyone is here to see my blood add another stain to the canvas that has already seen more bloodshed than a slaughterhouse.

      That would be a very appropriate name for this place—the disused warehouse in the middle of a manufacturing zone. The Slaughterhouse. Or The Abattoir. Even the Blood Shed.

      I snicker to myself, not sure whether I should be pleased that I still have my sense of humor intact or worried that I've finally lost my motherfucking mind.

      I cast my gaze around the room—which is boringly, though very appropriately, nicknamed Hell—again, committing it all to memory. I'll never see it, or possibly anything, again. The thought sends a shiver through my body, but I try my best to block it out and focus only on keeping my head in the game.

      I have a set pattern of pre-match prep I do every time. I guess it's a ritual. It has to be the same every match. Same warm-up exercises, same reps of each, same chant muttered under my breath, same playlist blasting on my AirPods. Same everything.

      I don’t believe in juju or any of that shit, and I wouldn’t say I’m superstitious. I guess it’s more of a ritual than anything, but whatever it is, it helps me get centered and cancels out possible distractions, so the psychology is solid.

      The less crap I let seep into my mind before a fight, the better I'm likely to do. It's one of the reasons I didn't clean the floor with Tyce that night, like I should have—my mind wasn’t in the game. In fact, my mind was very much on Tyce, but not in the way it should have been.

      Tonight, I'm struggling to go through the pre-match steps like I always do. Everything just feels off. Because it is. Even worse, there are so many possible outcomes that could spell trouble for me, maybe even death, that it’s hard for me to focus on just one—namely, not letting The Hammer nail my ass to the canvas.

      But there's no turning back now. As the ref introduces us, the ferocious roar of the drooling crowd reaches fever pitch, and I finally manage to get some mental clarity. This is the fight of my life and a fight for my life. If I don't get my head straight, I could literally lose it.

      When the ref. blows the whistle, The Hammer comes out the gate swinging, and even more so than last time, I can feel his determination to walk away with my blood on his hands, and my head on a stick. I can understand why. There's even more at stake this time around, and we both have a lot to lose. Everything, in fact.

      The next sixteen minutes pass in a nail-biting, blood-pumping blur. It’s a volley of jabs, throws, crosses, tosses, hooks, kicks, and clinches. It’s an explosion of blood, sweat, spit, and tears. It’s the pummeling of bones, muscles, flesh, joints, tendons, and cartilage. It’s a flurry of arms, legs, shins, biceps, pecs, glutes, feet, and hands. It’s savage, brutal, relentless, and soul-destroying. It’s everything.

      I give it everything I've got, and then some. I dredge every ounce of energy from the depths of my soul that I possibly can. When I think I’ve got nothing else to give, I push on, further, faster, and harder, drawing from reserves I swear to God I never knew I had.

      I learn more about myself in the course of those sixteen minutes than I did in the previous 18 years of my life. About my grit, determination, and mental strength, as well as my sheer physical power.

      It's shit I liked to think was true about myself, but I’ve never really had to go balls to the wall to prove it to me, or anyone else. But tonight I'm showing the world who I, and more importantly, I'm showing myself.

      The Hammer throws a nasty hook to my temple, and suddenly the light and sound in the room dims and becomes muted and fuzzy, but in a way, I'm kind of thankful—it's taking my mind off of the searing pain coursing down the right side of my body.

      Still, I'm not going out like that. I use the last gas in the tank to throw a mean uppercut which catches him on the side of the face in such a way as his jaws clink together, and his eyes roll back in his head. He’s down and out.

      I'm just about to celebrate my triumph when everything goes black, for real, this time.
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      "Thunder! Thunder! You in there?" I rattle the door handle again, but of course, it's just as locked as it was a moment ago. Fuck. I'm trying hard not to panic, but I can't help it. I've had a bad feeling ever since I figured out that the big fight against The Hammer was tonight, although Thunder had done his best to ensure that I didn't know—sneaky fucker that he is.

      It was only as we left the movie theater earlier after the old school classic slasher movie double bill, and I took note of the fact that Thunder hadn't joined us as he swore he would, that I suspected that he'd never had any intention of meeting us in the first place.

      The whole "I have to talk to my parents about something, and this is the only time they can both make it," excuse sounded kind of hokey, but I didn't think too much of it at the time. Now I see that it was the perfect cover because he knew full well that if he'd told me what was truly going down, I'd have done anything and everything in my power to stop him.

      As it is, I swear to God, if he's not already dead, I'm going to kill that motherfucker myself when I get my hands on him.

      "Thunder! Open the door. I know you're in there." The fight must be over by now; not only is it close to 1:00 a.m., but I also saw that his car was in the lot when I got back from the movies.

      "Thunder! You lying asshole. Let me in!" I'm trying my best to whisper-shout. I want to be loud enough for him to hear me, but not so loud that other people start to wonder what the hell is going on, or worse still, call the night duty staff.

      On the other hand, I'm swinging wildly between genuine concern for Thunder's safety, and anger at the fact that he didn't tell me what he was doing. What if he was seriously injured—or worse, killed—either in the cage, or by Mickey and his meatheads? Hell, what if he is badly hurt, dying, or dead? Right now, I have no proof that he isn’t any of those things.

      The blood pumps through my veins so hard that the thought, that I swear I can feel it jackhammering around my body.

      "Jackson Atticus-motherfucking-Rumble." I pound on the door this time, not giving a fuck who hears me. "Open this door before I bust it down." Still no response.

      Now I know for sure that either he's in there and can't come to the door, or he's not there, because if anything's likely to make him open up, even if it's just to punch my lights out, it's me calling him by his full name. I leave it a few more seconds, then rear back and kick the door with all my might. Not that I need to use much force—I know full well that the locks are flimsy as fuck.

      Just as I suspected it would, the door flies open on the first attempt, banging noisily against the wall. I step inside, it door behind me and hoping nobody comes running, as I don't want to have to explain what the fuck is going on to anyone.

      I quickly scope out the room, only to find he's not here. I guess I'm going to have egg on my face when I explain that I broke into his room in a blind fit for no good fucking reason. But if he’s not here, where the fuck is he?

      Thoughts scroll through my mind so quickly they make me nauseous until I spot Thunder's training bag on his bed. It's open with shit spilling out of it, including a small towel covered with what looks like blood.

      Okay, so I'm not losing my mind or letting my imagination get the better of me, but that's not much consolation, given that it means that my suspicions are probably correct, and Thunder is hurt or worse. Still, where the fuck is he?

      I head across the room to the bathroom, and push the door open.

      Shit.

      "Thunder? Jesus, are you okay?"

      Stupid fucking question. Of course he's not okay. He's slumped on the floor of the shower, looking like he's been hit by a semi, then half-drowned in the Hudson. The water is no longer running, but he's soaking wet and shivering, and he looks like he's barely clinging to consciousness.

      What the fuck?

      I rush over, grabbing a towel from the rack as I pass it, and yank the shower door open.

      "Thunder?" I crouch down so that my face is level with his. "What’s going on?" It's only then that I notice that his lips are tinged blue and his skin is an unnatural shade of gray.

      Christ, this is bad. "Hey man, what are you doing freezing half to death in the shower? Where are you hurt?" I should really ask where he's hurt most, as, judging by the extensive rainbow of bruises already showing on his skin, he's hurt pretty much everywhere.

      "Can you speak? Can you tell me what's wrong? We need to get you out of the shower and warmed up. Can you move?." I step into the cubicle, sneakers and all, and crouch down again.

      Thunder looks at me, but he's not focusing. I squeeze his cheeks between my fingers in a pincer grip, and shake him gently. "Hey, listen. I'm going to get you up and out of here, but I need you to help and do your best to stand up, right? Can you do that for me?" He nods weakly.

      That's a fucking relief. He's not a small guy, and getting him to his feet from down on the floor would have been a mission and a half. "Good. Okay, here. Put your arm around my neck."

      He doesn't move—not that I expect him to—so I do the honors and drape his arm across my shoulders. "Okay, we're on the move in 3...2...1." I heave myself back up to standing, bringing Thunder with me. It's an effort for both of us, but we manage it, and I prop him against the shower wall, still holding him as best I can, while we both catch our breath, and I wrap the towel around his body. The shivering seems to be getting worse.

      Jesus, he's in a bad way.

      "Okay, okay...cool." It's anything but cool, but what the fuck else am I going to say to him?

      "Let's get you into the bedroom. Walk with me."

      Walking isn't an accurate description of what we then proceed to do, as we stagger slowly across the room. Well, Thunder staggers. I take pigeon steps to keep with the snail's pace he sets.I've honestly seen seniors going faster around the grocery store on their walking frames.

      After a lifetime and a half, we make it to the bed, and I lower him down as gently as I can, though he's practically a dead weight. He flops backward onto the pillow, and immediately his eyelids slide shut.

      "Hey, don't go to sleep just yet. I need you to tell me what's wrong, like where exactly you're in pain, so that I can call a doctor and tell them." Not to mention that he might have a concussion—again—so sleep is the last thing he needs, although he's probably dog-tired.

      Plus, I still need to dry him off and get him into some warm clothes before hypothermia sets in.

      His eyes flash open, and suddenly he seems more lucid than he has since I found him in the shower.

      "No." His voice is nothing but a feeble croak, barely louder than his labored breathing, and the pathetic sound hits me in the chest.

      "No, what? You don't know where it hurts? C'mon man, I know it's hard, but can you just try and give me something to work with, here? Please."

      "No...doctor." Another broken whisper

      "What? You need to see a doctor. You're banged up pretty bad, and—"

      "No."

      "Okay. Well, I'll at least call the school nurse, and she can see if you need to go to the ER."

      I reach out to try to touch his forehead, but he swats my hand away with what little strength he can muster and looks hella pissed at me.

      "No doctor. No nurse. No hospital." It may not be loud, but his voice is firm. He means business. Even barely conscious, he’s a stubborn fucker.

      "Thunder, I don't know what the hell is happening right now, but I do know that you need medical attention.

      "No...I'm fine." Wow. Maybe he's sustained a critical head injury and is brain-damaged, because he's the furthest thing from fine, that's for sure.

      "If you're fine, I'm Justin-fucking-Beiber. You could be concussed, or have internal bleeding. Not to mention the fact that you're blue from head to toe."

      "Leave me alone, Justin….I don't need your help."

      Just the fact that he can speak long enough to tell me to go fuck myself, and crack jokes is an improvement on before, but that doesn't mean he's in good shape. He's clearly not.

      "Jesus Christ. Who are you, fucking Zeph, now? This ‘I don't need anyone' bullshit is exactly that. Okay, you don't want a doctor, fine. It's your fucking funeral, but if you expect me to walk out this door when you're just barely clinging to consciousness, except to be a raging asshole to me, then you don't know me at all. I don't care if you don't speak to me now, or ever again, but if you want me to leave, you're going to have to push me out yourself."

      I wait for his response, with my arms tightly folded and my jaw set. I'm deadly serious, and I want him to know it, but get nothing in return.

      "Okay...whatever..." He rolls his eyes in defiance, but his eyelids are already sliding closed before the words are completely out of his mouth.
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      I try to open my eyes, but it takes several attempts, as though my eyelids are fused together. Then when I do manage to pry them apart, I instantly regret my decision, because the light in the room makes me feel like someone is performing brain surgery on me with no anesthetic.

      The rest of my body hurts like the world fell on top of me. Like the entire fucking globe.

      I'm aching all over.

      I try again, opening my eyes way more slowly this time. It still hurts, but not as blindingly, so I risk moving my head around a little.

      "Ah, he wakes. The creature from the deepest beyond."

      "Tyce?" My voice sounds like I ate a bunch of rocks wrapped in barbed wire, then washed the whole thing down with battery acid.

      "Yeah. Who else were you expecting, asshole?"

      "Justin Bieber." I do my best to crack a grin, though I'm not sure that I manage it.

      "Hahaha, well, I see there's nothing wrong with your sense of humor, if I can even call your lame-ass jokes humor, but that must be about the only part of your body that's not a total train wreck right now."

      "Screw you."

      "You wouldn't be able to even if I wanted to."

      "Touché." He's right about that. I can barely breathe in and out without pain, let alone fuck. And no doubt, if I managed to get that far, when I came it would just about end me.

      As it is, in reality, as I struggle to drag my ass up to a sitting position in bed, the thought of exerting enough energy to bone someone has me feeling nauseous and seeing stars.

      "Whoa, tiger! What are you doing?" Tyce practically dives headfirst from the easy chair he's sitting in, making it to the bed in a fraction of a second.

      "I need...pain meds." I wince as I speak, and close my eyes again, resting my head against the headboard.

      "Okay, but stay still. Just tell me where they are, and I'll get them for you." I had the good sense to pack some leftover painkillers I had after a knee injury last year, although, come to think of it, with Zeph and Tyce's connections, securing pharmaceuticals will never be an issue, anyway. I nod toward my gym bag. "In there."

      "Cool, got it." I watch from heavy-lidded, half-shut eyes as he rummages through the bag before retrieving the pill bottle. He pulls it out, unscrews it, then taps two white disks into his palm, before reaching for the bottle of water on my nightstand.

      "Here."

      Tyce sits on the edge of the bed, but instead of handing me the pills like I expect, he holds his hand to my mouth.

      "Open," he urges, when I don't immediately do the obvious. I don't have the energy to fight him on it, so I go ahead and do as I'm told, parting my lips slowly. "Good. Here." He then lowers the water bottle to my lips, tilting it slightly so that I can take a small sip. I swallow the tablets, then flop back onto the pillows.

      "You didn't have to do this." I hate the way my voice is nothing but a pathetic croak.

      "You're telling me I didn't. I damned well know that. Instead of being here, I could have partied the night away at the college girl's house that Zeph took everyone to after the movies, gotten trashed, then spent the night with my dick buried in college pussy, and let you die on your shower floor. Yet here I am." He shrugs as though he regrets the direction his night has taken.

      "I wasn't going to die."

      "Your blue lips and almost catatonic state beg to differ, you big dumb asshole. And sure, you're warm and dry now, but I remain to be convinced that you're not still about to flatline, to be honest."

      I roll my eyes as best I can. "You're overreacting. Stop being a drama queen."

      "You know what? Fuck you. I'll stop being a 'drama queen,' when you stop being a selfish douche. But for the record, without seeing a doctor, neither of us know for sure what's going on with you. For all you know, you might have an internal injury that could kill you, especially, if there's a bleed."

      "There's no bleed. I have a couple of broken ribs and maybe a bruised liver caused by said ribs, but that’s it. I'll be fine, and I would have been fine, even if you'd spent the night balls-deep in college pussy."

      "So you're an MD, now, are you?" he snaps back.

      "No, but I know what I know."

      "Whatever. I know what you looked like slumped in the shower, lips blue, eyes rolled back in your head, shivering so hard I thought your teeth were going to splinter into shards. You could hardly walk, and barely talk. I practically had to drag you to the bed, and at one point, I thought I was going to have to motherfucking carry you. I'm not trying to be a hero over here. Not even close. But under the circumstances, I fail to see how you had any chance of making it out of that cubicle without me.” He pauses, I’m guessing, trying to dial back his temper a little.

      “And while you were still in there, in soaking wet, ice cold clothes, there was a very real chance that your core temperature would have dropped so low that you would have lost consciousness. Then it would have only been a short while before your organs started shutting down. I mean, I'm really not looking for thanks: I would totally have done the same for literally anyone, but I'm not going to sit here and listen to you deny the truth I saw with my own eyes."

      "Don't then."

      "Don't what?" He looks confused.

      I sigh heavily. "Don't sit here. I didn't ask you to come, and I'm not asking you to stay."

      "True, but one of us needs to be a decent human, and today I’ve apparently drawn the short straw. Now shut the fuck up and go back to sleep. I'll still be here to take more of your bullshit when you wake up."
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      He wasn't telling a lie. When I wake up, I don't know how many hours later, true to his word, Tyce is lying on the bed next to me, the front of his body pressed into my back, his arms wrapped around me.

      I turn slowly and painfully to face him, to find him looking at me.

      "Hey."

      "Uh...hey." At least I sound a little more human than I did before, but I’m still nowhere near my usual self. "Umm...were you just watching me sleep? Again."

      "What? No. I mean...yeah, kind of, I guess. But not in the creepy stalkerish way you make it sound. Because I'm not. A creepy stalker, I mean."

      "Says the guy who kidnapped me and locked me in a hotel room for hours so that he could screw me into oblivion."

      "Again, you make it sound skeevier than it really was. First of all, I seem to remember that you were a willing participant in the sex part. More than willing."

      "Yeah well, once I was held captive, I figured I might as well make the best of a bad situation."

      “Oh, is that all it was to you, a bad situation?”

      “Yeah, the worst. Horrific, actually.” I try to muster some kind of semblance of a smile.

      "Whatever you say, but given you were leading a lot of it, I'm not buying it. Second of all...Wait. There is no second of all. The point is you took great pleasure in railing me to hell and back that night, so don't act mad now."

      "You're right, I ain't mad, but that doesn't mean you're not a stalker, stalker boy."

      "While I'm glad you no longer sound like death warmed over as you've upgraded to just death, I'd also like to remind you to go fuck yourself."

      "Noted."

      "Jokes aside, how are you feeling?"

      "Like the house in the Wizard of Oz fell on top of me.” Which I guess is an improvement from the entire planet. “But I'll live. Broken ribs hurt more as they heal, so it'll get worse before it gets better, but what can you do?"

      Tyce's eyebrows shoot up as he props himself on his elbow. "Well here's a wild and crazy suggestion; and hear me out, because this is totally off the wall. How about you stop risking your life brawling in back alleys for ruthless gangsters who wouldn't think twice about turning you into hamburger, and feeding you to the pigs?"

      His sarcasm gene has clearly kicked back in, and I should be pissed at him, but as he speaks, he’s gliding his finger lightly across my forehead, sweeping back a stray lock of hair, and all I can think of for a moment is how good it feels.

      "You know full well it's not as simple as that." My head begins to hurt again suddenly, though I can't tell if it's from the fight, or just because Tyce is busting my balls. Either way, I let my eyes fall closed in an attempt to block it, and him, out.

      "Hey, you think I don't know that?" He moves his hand from my temple to my forearm, squeezing my bicep to get my attention, although he already has it. "I do, and I get that you're in too deep to back out now, but on the other hand, I don't want to see you hurt like this again, or worse...dead."

      I swat his hand away with as much energy as I can gather. "And you think I'm out there actively trying to get ended?"

      "I'll be honest." When is he ever not? "I don't know what to think, except that you still need to see a doctor, but here you are lying in bed sweating it out. That just seems hella crazy to me, and a little like you have some kind of a death wish. You should let me call someone."

      "No doctors. I'm not crazy, and I’m not trying for some bizarre form of self-harm or attempted suicide. If doctors get involved, it will lead to questions I can’t give them answers to, and I can't risk someone getting suspicious and calling the cops. That would be suicide."

      "I get it. Kind of. I guess. But then that brings me back to the whole taking your life into your own hands in the first place. This shit is way beyond a little fun doing something slightly wild in your youth that you can tell your kids about when you’re forty and boring. No matter which way you look at it, you could have ended up dead tonight, and maybe still could. Speaking of which, do I want to know how come you didn't?"

      "I don't know. Do you? And more importantly, if I tell you, do you promise not to lose your mind with worry, like my motherfucking grandma, or some shit?"

      "Shut the hell up, man. When you've been through thinking that someone you...care about is in their room bleeding out, or even already dead, you can rag on me for giving a fuck. Until that point, you can eat shit, and hopefully not die."

      "So you don't want me to tell you?" I'm trying not to laugh, as I know it's going to hurt like a bitch, but Tyce's nursemaid routine is kind of cute, kind of hilarious.

      "You know what I mean, douche canoe. Hurry up and spill."
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      As much as my ribs and the entire right side of my torso, especially the kidney area, hurts like a bastard, I need to sit up for this conversation. It's too much like pillow talk, otherwise, and I can’t do that with Tyce right now.

      As I straighten up slowly and painfully, Tyce does the same, though a lot faster, and I'm guessing, without feeling like someone gouged between his ribs with a spear.

      "So clearly you decided to go ahead and throw the fight, in the end. What made you change your mind?"

      "Nothing. I mean, I didn't. Why would you think that?" I swallow hard and realize that my throat feels like a savanna after a drought. "Can you pass me the water, please." I motion to the bottle on the nightstand.

      He does as I ask. "What do you mean, why do I think that? Why wouldn't I? You're banged up to hell and back, like you went ten rounds with a rhino, or ten minutes with an oversized roid rager. Or are you going to tell me that you 'walked into a door'?"

      "I'm 'banged up' for exactly the opposite reason. The fight was the most brutal I've ever had. Hammer was out to prove a point and save his skin, same as me. He desperately needed to win, just like I apparently 'needed' to lose."

      "But you didn't?"

      "Hell to the fucking no. I told you I wasn't going to roll over and take a fall for these guys."

      "Okay, but you also told me that if you didn't, you'd end up fish food in the East River, so...?"

      "I believe I said the Hudson."

      "And I believe that's not the fucking point. The point is, how come Mickey hasn't totaled you?"

      "I'm sure he wants to, but he'd have to catch me first. And since he's probably being questioned by cops as we speak, that's not likely at this point."

      "How the fuck did he end up in jail?"

      "That's a long and winding story, and I honestly don't have the energy to tell it right now. But let's just say that I managed to get my dad to call in some favors with law enforcement, which resulted in a raid of an industrial unit that is the suspected location of an underground fighting facility, based on an anonymous tip-off."

      "Jesus. You had Hell shut down?"

      "Yep." I nod, trying not to move my head too vigorously.

      "Well, I guess that's what you get when Daddy's a rock star attorney with fingers in many pies, and connections all over the city and beyond."  Tyce sounds impressed, even though I get the impression that he’s trying not to be.

      "For sure." Though, thankfully, I don’t often need to call in favors from my father.

      "But, hold on.” He holds up his hand, as though stopping traffic. “How did you make all this happen without telling him about your involvement?”

      “How do you know I didn’t tell him?” He sounds so sure, but I have no idea why he would think that unless I told him.

      “Because I know for a fact that if your dad knew what was going on, you wouldn't be here right now, but I also know that he’s a smart guy, and he wouldn’t believe you if you lied.  Given that it’s his job to sniff out bullshit in other people, and to spin it so that people can’t sniff it out in him, it takes a lot to pull the wool over his eyes. "

      He has that right. If he knew the truth, my dad would have pulled me from school and had me shipped to a private island—or something equally over the top and crazy—for my own safety, faster than I could say “Fight Club.”

      "Yeah, so...about that..." I draw the words out slowly, but not because I’m in pain, this time.

      “Why do I get the feeling that I'm not going to like whatever you have to say next?"

      "Um...most likely because you're not going to like what I have to say next.”

      He shoots me a stern look. “Okay, spill it.”

      “Well...I kind of ‘may have’ told Martin that you were the one who'd gotten yourself mixed up with dangerous gangsters due to your obsessive love of blood sports."

      "You fucker!"

      I wince at his loud outburst. "Shhh...keep your voice down. My head still hurts."

      He lowers his voice a little. "Why the hell did you drag me into this?"

      "What the fuck?" I can't stop myself from yelling, but I regret it instantly because the effort sends a fresh wave of pain coursing through my skull. "I didn't drag you into shit. In fact, apart from the occasional fight as a favor, which you offered, I seem to remember actively telling you to stay out of this."

      "Okay, so that was the wrong choice of words, but you know what I mean."

      "Yeah. I do. And I'm sorry I ‘dragged’ your name into it, but I didn't have any choice. I couldn't tell him that I'm the one in trouble. He probably would have used his connections to get me into WitPro, or some shit, and nobody would have seen or heard from me again."

      "True. I could totally imagine your dad doing that.”

      I nod. “But I needed a plausible reason to ask for his help, so you were the next best thing.”

      “Okay, that makes some kind of sense...” I can practically see the cogs of his brain turning as he thinks through the situation. “But did he really buy that story?"

      "Of course he did, especially because your parents..."

      "It's okay, you can say it. They wouldn't notice if one of us grew wings and flew away, were abducted by aliens, or murdered by mobsters.” I nod. “I guess it's kind of ironic that, in this case, it's you doing this right under Father of the Year’s nose, and he’s the oblivious one. But hold up, was he just like: 'oh, your friend is mixed up with a bunch of dangerous gangsters who're fitting him up for lead boots as we speak, that's cool’?"

      "Yeah...nope. Of course he wasn't. Also, are there any other kinds of gangsters apart from dangerous ones? Is there like some kind of knitting circle where nice gangsters sit around drinking tea in bone china cups and eating English muffins, while chatting about who they’re planning on killing with kindness that month?"

      "Eat a dick. You know what I mean. So how did you stop him from calling my folks, the cops, the school...all of that shit?"

      "I told him I was asking for his help as a last resort, that you'd trusted me with your secret, and your life, and I was betraying the confidence of a close friend for your own safety, yadda, yadda. In other words, I basically convinced him that it would be the worst kind of snakey if I tried to 'help' you by essentially ruining your life. You know he’s big on loyalty and honor, and all that stuff, so I was speaking his language. They say you can’t play a player, but that’s bullshit. I know how to pull my dad’s strings to get what I want. I learned from the best at an early age."

      "More irony. The city’s top criminal lawyer’s son turns out to be a criminal mastermind. You couldn't write this shit."

      "Don’t make me laugh. It hurts."

      "Well, if you'd let me take you to a doctor, maybe it wouldn't fucking hurt so much."

      "Quit it. It's not happening. Do you want to hear the rest of the story, or do you want to carry on nagging me like you're my goddamn wife?"

      "Speak, oh tough one. I'm all fucking ears."

      I want to flip him the bird, but I want to keep still more. "Consider yourself flipped off. If it didn't hurt so bad to do the hand movement, I would, but it does, so I won't."

      "Screw you, too. And I have more questions. If you told him that I'm the problem child, how did you get around the fact that you were the one in the ring last night, not me?"

      "More lies and manipulation, of course."

      "Like what? You told him that I had facial reconstructive surgery and a body transplant to look like you?" He cackles bitterly.

      "Nah. You remember my uncle Karl?"

      "How could I forget the guy who owns the biggest and most successful pizza chain in the city? Has anyone ever told you that your family is a bunch of over-achieving motherfuckers?"

      "Not today, but it happens."

      "Consider yourself told again.”

      “Noted.”

      “But anyway, what about Uncle Karl the pizza king?"

      "So his son, Sammy, is also a high achiever, but in the realm of electronics and tech." I can see Tyce trying to work out where this is all leading, as a frown etches itself across his brow. "Not only that, but he owes me a few big favors, for reasons we don't need to go into right now, and he also happens to have access to a fleet of pizza delivery vehicles, courtesy of Daddy Dearest. So I called in an IOU or two—well, several, actually‚ but who's counting?"

      "Sammy probably."

      "Maybe. Anyways, I had him bring one of the bikes out to Hell, and, more importantly, when he got there, rig the power to cut out right at the end of the match. Don't ask me all the technical details, that's Sam's department, but it was something about a hidden camera and a remote controlled smart wi-fi circuit breaker. I mean, I don't really fucking care, except for the fact that it worked.”

      “And Mickey’s goons just let some random guy walk in and mess with the electronics, no questions asked?” He looks understandably skeptical.

      “No, of course they didn’t, but nobody blinked at me coming in with my “trainer.”

      “Hahahaha, really? Isn’t your cousin a year older than us, and like 110 pounds with bad hair and geek glasses? If I remember correctly, he doesn’t look like he could train his way out of a paper bag.”

      All true, so it’s a good thing that the average IQ of one of Mickey’s security “boys” is lower than a Labrador puppy’s. And the fact that Sammy doesn’t look like a threat probably helped him sneak around Hell, no questions asked.

      “This is like something out of a heist movie. I can’t believe you pulled off all of this and didn’t breathe a word to me. Part of me admires your smarts, but another part of me wants to cave your skull in for doing all this shit behind my back. It’s shady AF.”

      “Sorry, I guess. But I knew that if I told you, you’d try to stop me, and that wasn’t an option, so I did what I had to do.”

      “You don’t know that I would have tried to get you to pull the pin.” He looks fake-offended.

      “Yes I do, and I say that with zero shade. You’re a good friend, and you would have done what you thought was right.”

      He nods slowly, thinking over what I’ve said, so I carry on. “I also asked him to leave a delivery jacket and his helmet with my stuff in the locker room, take my jacket, throw on a baseball cap and drive my car out of there."

      "Oh shit, now I know where this is going. It's fucking genius. You're a genius. This really is some top shelf Mission: Impossible shit."

      "Right? So he does the thing and takes off, while I go to hell and back, no pun intended, with Hammer, but manage to win, even though he played the dirtiest game ever."

      "Yeah, sorry to make you relive the nightmare, but I'm gonna need a blow-by-blow replay of that fight."

      "As if I didn't know you would. But it's gonna have to wait. I don't have enough gas in the tank for that right now. Let me just get this out, then I'm going to need to pop another pain pill, and pass the fuck out again."

      "Fair call. Carry on."

      "So, I manage to scrape out the win, but by like a ball hair margin. But a win is a win, and of course, everyone who's anyone in that room is mega pissed and now wants me dead.” I shudder at the thought.

      “I could feel the tension growing to fever pitch, and just as someone was more than likely about to pull out a piece and pop me right there and then, boom! Out go the lights, right on cue. Just as I planned, the place erupts into chaos and pandemonium, and everyone is running all over the place. Women are screaming, the full nine."

      "I can't believe you kept this from me, you motherfucker. I would have paid good money to see this all go down."

      "Even if I did tell you, I wouldn’t have let you come, because I know you'd try some kind of heroics, and probably get yourself killed or some shit. I was protecting you, not snaking you."

      "I didn't want to be protected. I wanted to help."

      "Well, I didn't want your help. I needed to keep you as far away from all this shit as possible. Besides which, what's done is done, and this is very much done, so there’s really no point in fighting about it."

      "Well, next time—"

      "Next time I piss off the head of an illegal fighting ring by refusing to throw a fight, then have to MacGyver my way out of there to prevent me from becoming pig feed?"

      "Don't be a dick, Thunder, you know what I mean. If ever you're in trouble of any kind I have your back, and I want you to trust me to do whatever it takes."

      "This wasn't about trust. I know I can trust you."

      "What was it about, then?”

      "I already told you it was about safety. I wouldn't be able to live with myself if..." The pause is extended and as awkward as balls on a hen, but neither of us fills it for the longest time.

      "So anyway, everyone's fumbling around, turning on the flashlights on their phones, and while it's chaotic, I manage to haul my broken ass out of there, grab my stuff, and slip out the back door. Putting on that pizza delivery jacket is a challenge and a half. My side is killing me. But I get it and the helmet on, sling my gym bag into the pizza carrier on the back of the bike, and get the fuck out of there."

      "But what about the raid?"

      "Jesus. Patience, Grasshopper. So I'm riding down that long-ass road as the cops start rolling in. I'm talking, I literally pass them on the way. But as far as they're concerned, I'm a pizza delivery guy, and none of them look twice, as they have way bigger fish to fry.

      “Hopefully Mickey and his people, plus the people he now owes a megaton of cash to, will assume that the blackout was connected to the raid, or a random coincidence, and don't figure out I had anything to do with either. I mean, as far as they're concerned, I had as much to lose by being picked up as they did. Or almost. I'm just hoping that in the chaos when the police burst in, nobody noticed, or could even see that I wasn't there."

      "It's a genius plan, and rock-solid except for the ‘small’ detail that they'll still be after your blood for not throwing the match, regardless of the other stuff. You know you're a dead man walking, right? I mean, maybe your dad's plan to put you in WitPro actually makes sense in this instance."

      "Really? You'd be happy never to see me again?"

      A deep frown etches itself across his brow. "I didn't say that, but if it’s a choice between you ending up burger meet, and not seeing you, but knowing that you were alive and well, and living in Tallahassee, or wherever the fuck, I'd take butt-fuck Florida, every time.”

      "Dude, I'd rather be dead here than alive in Tallahassee with all the Octogenarians in leisure pants."

      "Well, if Mickey and Co. get their way, death is still a real possibility, so be careful what you wish for.” He still looks troubled.

      "True, but given they don't know my real identity, and probably the last place they'd look for a backstreet brawler is the country's most expensive prep school, I figure that the chances of someone unraveling that ball of string, and it leading back to me are slim to the Tennessee Titans winning the Super Bowl."
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      "This has to stop." Thunder's voice sounds even better than it did when we were speaking before, which has me thinking that maybe I was wrong about the extent of his injuries.

      I look down at him as he lies on the bed next to me. We both drifted back to sleep after he told me about what happened at the fight, and have been out for quite some time.

      "Jesus. I swear to God, I'm not stalking you, or whatever the fuck you think. I just woke up like a minute before you did, and was trying to figure out where I am, and what fucking day it is, not staring lovingly at your ass."

      "I wouldn't blame you for staring at my ass, it's a fucking great ass on a body that is, overall, an example of the perfection of the male form."

      "That's not what I meant, and you know it." Christ, he knows how to push my buttons, all day, every day.

      "Yeah, I know, but you didn't understand me. I can't do this."

      "Do what? Are you in pain? Let me see what time it is, maybe you can dose up on more meds." I reach over to the nightstand to grab my phone.

      "Tyce stop. I'm not talking about my injuries. I'm talking about this." He motions between the two of us. "Us. Or more accurately, not us."

      I quickly push myself up to sitting, mouth open in disbelief. "What the hell are you talking about?"

      "I'm talking about this fucking on the DL, but only when we're pissed at each other, then pretending it never happened, or that it only happened because we had beef. Haven't you noticed how the last few times we've pretty much had to pick a fight out of thin air to keep up the pretense? I don't want to have to make up an excuse to fuck someone I'm into, and I don't want to act like we're just friends when we’re doing anything other than railing each other."

      "I don't understand where this is all coming from. We're fine. It's all been fine. Why is there suddenly a problem now?"

      "It's not sudden. If I'm really honest, this whole thing hasn't sat right with me from day one, but I rolled with it for a while because I told myself we were just fooling around, and it was no biggie."

      "That's what I thought, too. I'm mean, that's how it was. I...I don't understand what's changed."

      "Nothing. And everything."

      "I have literally no idea what you're talking about." I feel like I've walked into a pop quiz on a subject I've never studied, yet I'm expected to know the answers.

      "You're right. I kind of was fine. The sex was epic...is epic" That, I understand. My dick twitches instantly at the thought. "And along the way I convinced myself that was enough, but if I’m truly honest, it never was."

      "Uh..." I have no idea what I even want to say, so I give up trying.

      "And I thought I wanted more, but today and yesterday confirmed that that's not going to work for me, either."

      "I'm sorry, maybe I'm just really dumb, but I'm totally lost right now. At first I thought you were breaking up with me, but now I don’t know what you’re doing.”

      "That's the thing."

      What's the thing?

      I'm trying to keep my cool, but my patience is slipping away rapidly.

      "I can't break it off with you, because there's nothing to break off. How can I finish something that never even started? Take the past twenty-four hours, for example."

      "What about them?"

      "Well, you burst in here, doing your night in shining armor routine, and have been looking after me like Madam fucking Pomphrey ever since."

      "We've been over this already. Was I wrong? I was worried about you. Let me remind you that you weren't in good shape when I found you. I honestly thought I was going to lose you, and I was fucking terrified. What was I supposed to do, just leave you to freeze to death? And did you just refer to me as that old lady in Harry Potter."

      "I did, and I'm not sorry. But my point is that this is more, just like I thought I wanted. I mean, you took care of me, wiped stray hairs from my forehead, ran the tips of your fingers up and down my arm." That stops me in my tracks as he looks down pointedly, and I realize I'm still absent-mindedly doing it. Shit. "We even fucking spooned, but without screwing, for God's sake."

      "Trust me, I've wanted to fuck the entire time, but I figured you weren't up to it, given that you should probably be in the ER."

      "You're right. Not about the ER part, but I'm currently lying here wondering exactly how much it's going to hurt to get up to go pee, let alone busting a nut. On the other hand, we've been in bed together for all these hours, and nobody needed to get a black eye or split lip first. I'm just saying this means more than just crazy hate sex. "

      "And all of this is bad because…?" I’m still struggling to follow his train of thought.

      "Because even though it's kind of more, it's also less."

      "I'm obviously way more stupid than I thought, man. I'm gonna need you to break it down for me. Again.”

      "Like, at some point soon, this cozy little bubble we have going on right now is going to burst. You're going to walk out this door, and the next time I see you, you're going to act like none of it happened, like we're just friends the same as the rest of the guys."

      "But we are friends. And yeah, we're also more than that...sometimes, but why can't we have both, or be both?"

      “Jesus Christ Ty, how are you not getting this? There is no 'both.' There's only the two of us and how we feel, and what we want. And there's no 'sometimes,' we can't be more one minute, and less the next. At least, I can't. For me, it's all the time, or none of the time. That’s it. There's nothing in between, and now I’ve seen and felt what ‘more’ looks like, I know I want that all the time. I want this all the time." He motions between the two of us.

      I puff out my cheeks as I exhale as much air as I possibly can. "I can't..."

      "I know, and I'm not over here trying to force anyone to do anything they're not comfortable with, or they’re ashamed of."

      "Jesus." Fuck. It was easier when we just fought until someone was bleeding, then screwed until we lost our minds, because right now he's frustrating me so much my fists are itching to split his lip. "I'm not ashamed. I'm just not ready..."

      "I know. And like I said, I don’t want to push you into anything you can’t handle. Which brings me back to my original point. This needs to stop. Let's just stick to being strictly friends. It makes life easier in lots of ways."

      "Yeah? Like how?"

      "Like we don't have to sneak around and feel awkward when we're in The Abyss together, or the next time Coach pairs us up on the mat. Besides, with things heating up for both of us with Blake, it's not like we don't have enough to keep us busy at the moment."

      "What’s going on with each of us and Blake has nothing to do with, and no bearing on what's happening between the two of us. None. At. All."

      "I'm aware. I'm just saying that we should focus on that, and her, and all the shit with Zeph that surrounds her, and if things between the two of us change down the track, then we can cross that bridge when we come to it."

      "That's a bullshit cop-out, and you know it."

      "The hell it is. And even if it was, you're in no position to point the finger at me when it comes to cop-outs."

      "How do you figure that?" If he wasn’t sick, I probably would have decked him by now. He’s so full of shit.

      "You're the one who wants to keep the whole thing on the DL, and isn't ready to admit what's going on between us, so what exactly are you fighting for, here anyway? The right to hate fuck whenever you have an adrenalin boner, then tuck away our 'dirty little secret,’ pretend it never happened, and hope nobody finds out. Rinse and repeat?"

      "That's not how it is."

      "That's exactly how it is." He sounds as frustrated as I feel, though obviously for completely different reasons.

      "You can't do this. You're the one who started it all in the first place. You can't now just snap your fingers and end it out of the blue. What the fuck?"

      "You're right, I did start it, and maybe that was my bad. You say there was no vibe in that first kiss, but after that, I couldn't think of anything else but kissing you again, so I rolled with it. And you know what? I have zero regrets. My dad always says it's better to regret something you did than something you didn't have the balls to do—the shoulda, woulda, coulda will eat you up inside."

      "I don't know if that works in this situation. I mean, I feel like things were fine before, but now out of the blue, they're not. But with everything that's happened, we can never just go back to the way we were."

      "Sure we can. None of the guys know a thing, anyway, so there's no change there, and this way, if I ever manage to get myself in any kind of trouble in the future, it'll be none of your business to try to fix, or help me get out of."

      "That's nice. Absolute gold, in fact. You don't really believe that, do you? Because you know we're not going out like that. We can't just walk away. You said it yourself, there's a vibe."

      "There was a vibe. Past tense. But it's like scratching an itch. We did that, and now the itch has gone."

      "Except it clearly hasn't, unless my eyes are playing tricks on me."

      I motion with my chin to the twin peaks under the quilt. I can't help but smirk. It's childish, but for some reason, Thunder brings out that side of me. I guess that's because he can piss me off like nobody else on the planet. Not even my brother, and he’s a giant pain in my ass at times.

      "Since we're both lying here sporting wood, I'd say the itch is still very much with us."
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      "This is just a reflex. You know, like closing our eyes when we sneeze," I explain.

      It’s kind of true, kind of a lie. Morning wood is definitely an evolutionary gift from our cavemen ancestors, but it’s early evening, and I’m liable to be hard whenever I’m anywhere near Tyce: morning, noon, or night.

      "Bullshit. This is an outward demonstration of the fact that we want to fuck each other." He makes a valid point.

      "I mean, we woke up spooning. Of course we want to fuck, but it's just situational. We can ignore it, and the urge will go away. Mind over matter, just like Coach always says."

      "Fuck Coach, and fuck that. I do mind, and it does matter." He slides his hand down my body, and grips my dick. "And judging by the colossal hard-on you're sporting, so do you."

      "Tyce. This is a stupid move. We'll regret it as soon as it's over."

      "I can't speak for you, but personally, I know that's not going to happen."

      "You can't know that. Once you come the natural high will wear off, and the cold, hard, reality of the situation will set in."

      "I do know. Not. Going. To. Happen." Christ, he’s stubborn.

      "How can you be so sure?"

      "Because I could never regret anything that's happened between us. Ever."

      Most of the time with him, it feels like it's the total opposite. Like every time we're together just adds another layer of grime to our dirty little secret for him.

      As he speaks, he grips my dick harder, pumping slowly back and forth. I let my head fall backward and my eyes slide closed. I don't want to give in to him because I know it's the wrong thing right now, especially for me, but the way he's rubbing his hand up and down my shaft is very persuasive, making it harder to see reason. No pun intended.

      "I'm still in a lot of pain..." It's the truth, but even to my own ears, I don't sound convincing.

      "I know, and I'll be gentle. Besides, while you're thinking about how good I'm making you feel, you'll forget about the pain." I don't know if that's true, but what I do know is that as he moves his hand to the tip of my dick, and spreads my pre-cum around as lube, there's no way I'm not going to try to find out.

      I kind of hate that I'm so easily swayed by him—a warm hand on my cock, and a sexed-up gleam in his eye, and I'm there 150 percent. But then again, this is going to be the last time, for a while, at least, so I decide not to sweat it and to just let myself feel good. I'll worry about the consequences when they happen.

      I don't say anything, but I'm sure Tyce senses my agreement in my body language as I relax my previously taut muscles. All except one.

      "You won't regret it." Again, I'm not so sure, but I keep my thoughts to myself.

      Still pumping my dick, Tyce slips down the bed until his mouth is level with my head.

      "Plus, I still owe you a full finish." It takes me a while to figure out what he’s referring to.

      "You don't owe me shit. You don't have to—"

      "I know I don't have to, but I want to. Your dick is..." He leaves the sentence hanging as he sucks me into his hot mouth. Shit.

      He might be prepared to be gentle, but I can't control the way my body reacts to Tyce’s, and there's nothing gentle about the way it jackknifes as he sucks me hard. I'm going to regret this in the morning, if not sooner, but for right now, I can't help myself.

      My sharp intake of breath sends a stabbing pain in my side as Tyce sucks harder, but I ignore it. No pain. No gain. And I really want what I have to gain right now.

      "Lube?" He pulls away, stopping a moment to talk, and immediately I want to tell him to carry on.

      "Nightstand. Top drawer." I pant the words out. Between the pain in my ribs, and my increasing arousal, breathing isn't easy right now.

      Tyce reaches into the drawer and pulls out the bottle of lube, before slapping some into his free hand, then returning his mouth to my dick. This time, he slows the pace right down, licking and sucking like he has all the time in the world. It's hot as fuck, but also kind of torturous at the same time, and I'm getting increasingly desperate for more.

      "Tyce...?

      "Yeah?"

      "I need—"

      "You need to relax and let me be in control for once. I said I was going to be gentle, and I will. Just let me do my thing." I nod, though I'm really only in partial agreement.

      First of all, I don't want to cede control to him, and secondly, if he's going to carry on with the gradual build-up, I'm going to lose my fucking mind.

      He closes his lips around me again and begins the slow hand movement, up and down, like before. Only this time, he also strokes my asshole with a lubed finger, applying more pressure until he's pushing it inside me.

      Oh shit.

      I'm generally a top, so I'm usually the one entering someone's hole, not the other way around. True to his word, though he pushes in deep, Tyce handles me gently, easing back and forth slowly.

      Somehow I think it's possibly worse this way, as between the slow trajectory of his lips, teeth and tongue, the gradual pressure of his hand on my shaft, and his finger in my ass, my body is lit up with sensation, and it's threatening to overwhelm me.

      Though it hurts to do so, I gently rock my hips back and forth in time with his moments.

      "This is..." Good. So fucking good, it blows my goddamn mind.

      Slow and steady didn’t used to be my MO, but both Tyce and Blake are changing me in more ways than I could ever have predicted.

      With Blake I'm playing the long game, slowly getting to know her and earning her trust, while waiting to make my move, confident that my patience is going to pay off. It’s so close I can taste it. I just need to keep my eyes on the prize a little longer.

      Now with Tyce, a big part of me—no doubt the part of me with broken ribs and shooting pains all over his body—wants to flip us over, then make him wish we'd never met. But another part of me is enjoying the change of pace, the slow torture, and the unique feeling of not being in control for once.

      The element of surrender and surprise is unfamiliar, but I could get used to it. Sometimes. Maybe.

      "You're killing me here, bro." My voice is a low moan, though this time, it’s nothing to do with my injuries and everything to do with my arousal.

      Tyce pulls back, removing his mouth from my dick again, and I instantly regret saying anything.

      "So you want me to stop?" His lips arc into a slow teasing smirk, and I want nothing more than to ram my cock down his throat and wipe the smile right off his face. Of course, that would require more effort and energy than I can afford to expend right now, and he knows it. Asshole.

      "No."

      "Which would be a shame, because I was kind of enjoying myself. Plus, I have a big finish planned."

      "No." I repeat the word a little louder this time, desperate for him to continue, but just as desperate not to seem desperate.

      "I can't hear you." He cocks his head to one side and curls his hand around the shell of his ear, as though listening out for my words.

      "You heard me, you motherfucker. I said no. I don't want you to stop, and you know it."

      "Oh, that's good, because as horny as I am right now, I would have had to leave here and put this boner to good use elsewhere if you weren't into it. I can still do that if you like? I mean, there's always a willing pussy not too far away. Or maybe I can go look for Blake. She's a lot harder work, but definitely worth it. I guess that's how life goes—the harder it is to earn something the more we appreciate it. In fact, the more I think about Blake, the more I think that's a great idea. Maybe I should ju—"

      "Tyce, as fucked up as I am right now, I will use every last ounce of strength I have left in me to break your goddamn face if you don't shut the hell up, and suck my dick."

      "Okay, okay." He raises his hand in mock surrender. "Calm your farm, I'm just yanking your chain."

      "Whatever. It's not like I didn't know that, but right now, my chain isn’t what I'm looking for you to pull on, so get back to it...my patience is wearing real thin, real fast."

      "Ha! Well, in case you haven't realized, today I'm in control. Am I taking advantage of the fact that you're injured? I sure am. How much of a fuck do I give that you're probably going to try to beat my ass as soon as you're back on your feet? Not even a trace element."

      I have to admit that's funny, but I hold back my laughter. I don't want him to know he's amusing me, or he'll likely never let up. Plus, I don't want to give him ideas about doing this again in the future. It's a big fat hell to the motherfucking nope from me.

      "You'd better enjoy it, for real, because karma is a bitch, and so is payback. And while we're on the subject of bitches...you know I'm going to make you mine the minute I'm even a little healed, right?"

      "Like I said, the fucks I give about that right now are zero. Besides, it sounds like fun. Speaking of which..." He lowers his mouth back to my dick and quickly wraps his lips around me, sucking hard.

      As much as I hate to admit it, he was right earlier when he said that the pleasure he delivers would make me forget about the pain. Right now, I could be bleeding out, and the only thing on my mind would be how good it feels to have his hot mouth sliding up and down my shaft, and his finger working my ass over, and how if I died, at least I'd die happy.
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      “You’re sure you want to do this?”

      I’m lying on the bed again after Thunder came in my mouth. As he promised weeks earlier, he gifted me with a full load, and much to my surprise, I had no trouble swallowing.

      Who knew?

      He’s resting his head on my shoulder, and I’m raking through his thick dark hair with one hand, while the other strokes up and down his arm. I don’t know why I find it so comforting, even though I’m the one doing the stoking, not the one being stroked, but I do.

      “Do what?” Thunder’s voice is thick and heavy. I’m guessing I only have a few minutes before I lose him to the pull of sleep again, after the exertion of coming as hard as he just did, and the fresh round of pain meds coursing through his body, so I need to talk fast, before it’s too late.

      “Not do ‘us’ anymore? I mean, couldn’t we just carry on the way we have been, and see where it goes? I’m not ready for the next step yet, but this step is pretty good, right? And who knows, maybe I’ll be ready—”

      “I can’t wait. I’m not patient enough, I guess. But to answer your question, no, I don’t want to do this.” What? Then why the hell is he? “I need to do it. We need to do it.”

      “I don’t understand what you mean. I don’t need to do shit, but I do need for you to stop talking in riddles and explain yourself in plain English. Stat.” I’m trying to keep my cool, but failing miserably.

      Thunder sighs heavily, clearly also trying to be patient with me, though I’m apparently not making it easy for him.

      “Look, this is good, I don’t deny that.  But I also can’t ignore the fact that it could be better, and that like I said before, I want more. As much as I love fighting then fucking, I don’t want that to be us every time. I want Netflix and chill, if that’s what we feel like. I want kissing without one of us having a split lip, black eye, or bruised ego. I want us to be able to spend all weekend in one or other of our bedrooms without having to try to think of ways to explain our absence to our friends like we did today.”

      “I’m not saying I don't want all that.” I never said that. “I’m just saying I need time. I need to ease into it. I’ve never...been in this situation, or felt this way...with anyone before.” I hope he knows what I mean without me having to spell it out. I’m not even ready to say the words yet. “This shit’s all so new for me. I need to take it slow.”

      “I know, Ty, and I totally get that. Like I said before, I don’t want to rush you, or push you to do something you’re not ready to do yet. And I really mean that. I’m trying to be the better fucking person here, yeah?  Because, just like you know you’re not ready, I know myself well enough to realize that I can’t wait in the wings and do the halfway thing with you without losing my fucking mind. And if I spend every moment wanting more, but knowing I’m not going to get it, I’ll act out; I know I will, despite my best intentions. So, if we carry on the way we are, either way, one of us gets screwed over, and we both get hurt.”

      “So your solution is for both of us to get screwed over? That makes no sense.” I’m really struggling to understand his logic. Thunder’s a smart guy, but our brains work totally differently.

      “It makes a lot of sense. If we move ahead this way, we know for sure that one of us will end up bitter and resentful, and we’ll fuck this thing to hell and back. The only real questions are who, and how long it will take.” He pauses and I let his words sink in.

      “All I’m saying is that we treat it like a fight, and apply our best match strategy to making it work. Instead of hitting the canvas raining wild punches and kicks in all directions, we’re hanging back a little, reading the game, ready to kill it when the time is right. It’s the same way I’m playing the situation with Blake. I know there’s something there between the two of us, same as there is between you and me, but I also know I need to get every move right if I want it to work out. The main point is that it’s going to be worth the wait in the end, a hundred times over.”

      I think I’m starting to understand where he’s coming from. “So we’re playing the long game?” I question.

      He nods. “Exactly. And I’m not saying this is the end. I’m saying we’re keeping our eyes on the prize, and giving ourselves a better shot at making this work. My dad always says most of life is about timing. It’s not just what you do that counts, but when you do it. I guess our timing was a little off this round, is all. But I...care about you, a lot...and I love...us together, so I want us to sort out our shit and make it happen when the time is right.”

      “And in the meantime, there’s Blake.” I can’t help but smile when I say her name.

      “There sure is. And you know, I have a funny feeling that she might just turn out to be the anchor our ship needs to keep afloat.”

      “Apart from the fact that that’s a very mixed nautical metaphor, I really don’t know what you mean.”

      “I mean sometimes three’s the magic number.”

      “You’re talking about us two and Blake. Together?” That’s a concept that has my boner instantly twitching. Again.

      “That’s exactly what I mean. Think about it. She’s obviously open to being with all of us at this point, sometimes back-to-back, so it’s not a big jump to imagine she might be open to something a little more...official with more than one of us. I know I definitely am.”

      My mind flips back to the night at the party with Chloe, sending another red-hot wave of arousal flowing through my body. Despite my screwed-up vibe at the time, there’s no denying that it was hotter than hell.

      I jerked off to replays of that situation in my mind for weeks afterward, and that was the two of us and a stranger. It would be a thousand times hotter with Blake in the mix. Jesus. If I’m not careful, I’m going to come just from the thought, let alone if we manage to make it a reality.

      “Me too. Fuck that would be wild.  But what about Zeph?”

      “What about him?”

      “Come on Thunder, you know better than anyone that he’s not big on sharing in general. Do you think he’d go for this?”

      “You’re right, I do know him better than most people, but still, sometimes he completely blindsides me with something he says or does, so I live to be eternally surprised by him, also. I mean if you put a gun to my head and forced me to call it, I’d say it wouldn’t be his bag, but I could definitely be wrong. If it’s one thing I’ve learned about him over the ears it’s that he likes to keep the world on its toes, so I wouldn’t be surprised if he reacts differently to how I’d guess he would.”

      “True. And it might not be his decision to make. I mean, if Blake wants us...however that may be, there’s nothing he can do about it. And there’s sure as shit nothing he can do about the fact that we want each other, because that’s not going anywhere, and I really, re...ally…”

      I wait a few moments, but I hear nothing but Thunder’s increasingly heavy breathing.

      “Thunder?” I shake him a little, but if anything, his breathing gets even louder. “Thunder? You awake?” I guess those meds really did knock him on his ass.

      “Thunder?” I shake him again, before lowering my voice to a whisper, even though I know he’s out cold. “You’re wrong about one thing you said before. I love you. So whether we’re together, on hold, or we’re done, no matter what happens, or doesn’t happen, between us, we’ll always be each other’s business, no matter how much you try to deny it.”
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      What doesn’t kill us…

      

      I don’t care who he is, I hate Ty McInnis. Forced into therapy at The Overlook, the last thing I need is to deal with the lead singer of Heroin Heartbreak and his ego.

      

      Sure, he’s gorgeous. He’s also an ass who’s had it out for me since I arrived. If Ty thinks he can scare me, he’s in for a rude awakening.

      

      I’m the daughter of the devil, and I’ve spent my whole life as somebody’s puppet. Now that the strings have been cut, it’s time to find out what I’m really made of.
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      While Hellion can be read without first reading the Folkestone Sins series, if you enjoy it, it’s recommended to read the entire series for backstory.
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      My name is Hali Torsten, but most people in the elite and fucked-up little town I’m from would call me something far less flattering.

      Mean girl.

      Bitch.

      Cunt.

      And they’d all be right.

      But they’d all be wrong, too.

      They only see what I want them to, what I’ve been taught to allow them to, and nobody knows the real me. The one who hides in a closet somewhere deep inside, biding her time until it’s safe. Unfortunately, ‘safe’ is a foreign concept in my family, and that closet quickly became a cage. One that I’ve never held the key for.

      My hometown of Folkestone, California, lies on the edge of San Francisco Bay, just north of the bright lights of the big city. Nestled in among the thick trees that embrace the cliffs like long-lost lovers are the homes of some of the most powerful families in the world. Eight surnames echo both backward and forward through the town’s often sordid history—Halliday, Bradleigh, Easton, Emerson, Essex, Rose, Jackson, and Claire.

      The Founding Families and the Heirs of Folkestone. The exclusive club my demented father spent his life trying to gain membership to, and the one that fueled his natural sadistic tendencies to ferocious extremes.

      He spent my whole life grooming me to follow in his footsteps, making sure to stoke the fires of vengeance high, though, to this day, I’m not sure whether the slight he was seeking revenge for was real or imagined. But even though a part of me questioned his reasoning, through all of his ministrations, a different, sick part of me would never let me fight back. Because while he was inflicting his particular brand of mental and physical abuse with one hand, he would pull me close with the other and whisper how much he loved me.

      After a handful of his atrocities were revealed during a party meant to welcome a lost little sheep back to the fold, something in my beaten-down mother finally snapped. Dear old Dad survived the jagged stem of the martini glass she stabbed into his neck, but after being in a stable, medically induced coma for a few weeks, his heart just quit one day. At least, that’s the official story. I wouldn’t be surprised if somebody kinked his oxygen tube or injected an air bubble into his IV—hell, I wouldn’t even blame them for doing it. My father, Callum Torsten, was a monster and deserved every bad thing that ever happened to him.

      Immediately following the attack, my long-suffering mother was carted off to a treatment facility in the wilds of Oregon for a ‘rest’. The Pines is almost as exclusive as Folkestone, and it takes some serious string pulling to get in there. There’s a waiting list a mile long, but some sweet-talking from the Halliday family patriarch, along with what was probably a sizable donation, had Mom all tucked in, lickety-split.

      With both my parents out of the picture, I spent the next month alone, being my usual delightful self—rattling around our big empty house terrorizing the housekeeper, picking on underclassmen at school, the usual stuff. There’s a certain freedom that goes along with being the daughter of a madman because people assume you’re just as fucked-up as he was. They expected it, so I convinced myself I was content to be the bad girl everybody knew—rich, beautiful, parent-less, and mean as hell. That persona was getting harder to swallow without my father there to jam it down my throat, though, and there were times when my caged self wondered why it had to be this way.

      Since ending up high as a kite at an Heirs party with Payne Emerson’s dick in my mouth, I’d been laying low and trying to figure out what made me do it. That stunt was appalling, even by my skewed standards. But it happened off school grounds and had nothing to do with Woodington Academy. So imagine my surprise at getting called to the headmistress’ office just days later. Even more shocking was rounding the corner to see my mother standing in the hall. Or a reasonable facsimile of her anyway.

      From my earliest memories, Eleanor Torsten was a quiet woman. Rather drab really, in looks and demeanor, with no evidence of a spine to call her own. Over the years, the constant barrage of abuse from my father had only wrung her out further.

      The woman talking to Sunday Easton and Stella Bradleigh like it was a perfectly regular occurrence was anything but drab.

      Her electric blue, curve-hugging dress left very little to the imagination, yet somehow still managed to be decent rather than trashy. It accentuated her blue eyes that up until that very moment I had never realized were strikingly similar to mine—less watercolor, more cobalt. Gone was the dank, straw-like hair and meek, cowed expression. In their place were thick, shiny, dark waves and a dazzling smile.

      Until she turned and saw me, that is.

      The disappointment immediately clamped her lips together in something more akin to a grimace than a smile, and her gaze turned razor-sharp. Stunned by both her appearance and the unexpected shame I felt in response to her obvious disapproval of me, I was seriously off my game by the time we were both seated in front of Faye Gillies, headmistress of Woodington.

      Ms. Gillies has been a harridan since the dawn of time. A dried-up old woman, forty years past her prime, bitter and butthurt at the hand life dealt her. She’d earned herself a reputation of moral superiority early in her career, and had developed an iron fist to go along with her high horse.

      That afternoon said fist punched me right in the gut.

      While my mother had been busy being a battered wife and not paying any real attention to my existence, Ms. Gillies had been putting together a nice, fat file of my wrongdoings. For years. Sitting across from the unpleasant woman with her pinched features and raggedy steel wool hair, I swear a perverse glee shone from her eyes as she rattled off a litany of my transgressions.

      By the time the old bat finished, my mother’s face was tight, the bright red flush riding high on her cheeks the only outward indicator of her anger and embarrassment. The calm with which she announced my fate was admirable, especially since I felt like my stomach dropped straight out of my ass at her decree.

      Not a suitable environment currently.

      Residential therapy program.

      Northern Washington state.

      The power of speech eluded me until I was faced with Rafferty Essex and his bullshit at my locker a few minutes later. Since my mother apparently booked me a one-way ticket on the crazy train, I had no idea when I’d be back at Woodington, so I needed to collect everything that meant anything to me.

      My anxiety ranked somewhere in the vicinity of a clueless teenage boy in desperate search of his girlfriend’s clit.

      In the dark.

      On speed.

      And since misery loves company, there was no way I was walking out of there and leaving the Heirs unscathed. I made sure my parting shot was a good one, even if it was mostly fabricated, and punctuated it with a middle finger salute.

      A whirlwind of activity followed my admittedly graceless exit—I was home, packed, and on a plane in less than twenty-four hours. There were no words to describe the emotions boiling just under my skin, and I refused to give my mother the satisfaction of acknowledging her presence. It was no real change for me; she’d been absent for most of my life even though we lived in the same house, so it might as well have been a stranger sitting beside me on the two-hour flight.

      An elegant, nondescript, black Town Car met us at Paine Field when we landed, and the stony silence held for the entire twenty-five-minute drive south along the coast of Puget Sound.

      Now, here I sit, beside the woman who gave me life but not much else, staring out the car window at The Overlook. Housed in a somewhat squat building constructed of weathered gray stone and framed by tall cedars, a handful of small bungalows scattered on either side peek through the trees.

      “How long do I have to stay here?” My voice is controlled and even, belying none of the rage and fear thickening my blood.

      “The program here is four weeks long. You’ve been through a lot, Hali, and it’s time to start dealing with it.”

      “As if you have any idea what I’ve been through.” The words drip with unavoidable bitterness.

      “I know what I went through at the hands of your father, and I don’t want you to carry the damage he inflicted on you for the rest of your life.” Her answer is blunt and honest, and it makes me want to punch her.

      “You did nothing to stop it,” I accuse, purposely not looking at her and keeping my tone bland and bored. “For either of us. So you’ll have to excuse me if what you want means jack shit to me.” My gaze tracks a willowy woman in faded jeans and an oatmeal-colored cable-knit sweater. She steps onto the wide front porch and starts down the stairs toward us. Her waist-length golden blonde waves undulate in the breeze, making her look like she just walked out of a shampoo commercial.

      “Hali, I’m sorry for everything that happened, and believe me when I say regret for the way you were brought up has nearly swallowed me whole more than once.” Her tone turns from apologetic to firm and determined. “But make no mistake, I will not have the seeds Callum planted in your psyche blooming into a twisted, rotting garden. You’ve done some awful things in your young life and the road you’re on leads to nowhere good.” She softens her voice. “This is your chance to choose a different path, one that wasn’t paved by your father.”

      Something buried deep within me rattles the bars of its cage at her words, but I choose to ignore it. My fingers stop fidgeting with my long, silver necklace, and I reach for the door handle instead of replying.

      The chill in the air engulfs me when I step out of the car, the scent of the trees and the Sound combining into a fresh, almost intoxicating blend. My lungs eagerly fill and my eyes close of their own accord, the deep breath immediately dulling the knife-edge of my anger. Exhaling, I turn back to face the woman still seated in the depths of the Town Car.

      “No need to get out, Mother.” The words are sand in my throat, dusty and dry. “I’ll be fine on my own.” Slamming the door before she can respond, I grab the two suitcases the driver retrieves from the trunk and places neatly beside me. The hot pink shells mock me, looking much more suited to a holiday on a tropical beach than a stay in a glorified mental hospital.

      “Hi, Hali, I’m Mari. Can I help you with your bags?” The tall, sweater-wearing, young woman seems sincere enough, but I’m irritated by everything right now, and that includes her.

      “All good, Mari,” I sneer. “How about you just show me whatever the fuck you’re supposed to show me, and let’s get this over with, m’kay?”

      Her lips twitch in a barely restrained smirk, and she steps aside, gesturing me ahead of her with an exaggerated sweep of her arm.
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      The inside of the main building turns out to be pretty cozy, and if I was in a better mood, I might actually appreciate the deep leather couches, full-height flagstone fireplace big enough to walk into, and the expansive windows overlooking the water. But since my teeth are on edge and I feel like my last thread is about to unravel, my surroundings are irrelevant.

      “This is the main lodge. All therapy sessions, group or otherwise, are held in this building,” Mari explains. “Group is coed and led by me, while individual therapists are assigned based on need.”

      “You’re a shrink?” I ask, surprised. “What are you, twelve years old?”

      “Not a shrink, thanks. A psychologist,” she corrects. “I don’t prescribe. As for how old I am, that’s none of your business, so let’s just go with ‘old enough’, shall we?” The hint of snark frames her in a slightly different light than my initial impression of a kumbaya granola crunching hippie, and vague curiosity replaces some of my disdain.

      There aren’t many people in the lounge area, only three or four, and at least one of them is staff, judging by the ID lanyard hanging around her neck.

      “How many inmates are there here?” I ask, struggling to get both suitcases to roll evenly on either side of me instead of banging into my calves.

      “Don’t like to ask for help much, do you?” She reaches for the handle of the smaller case, tugging it out of my fingers.

      “There’s never been anyone to ask,” I mumble darkly as we make our way to the double doors on the far side of the large room. The look she shoots me stinks of sympathy, which she can shove straight up her skinny ass, but there’s something else in it too, something knowing.

      How much did my mother tell her? How much of our family tea did she spill?

      “Down this hall,” she points to the corridor that runs the length of one wing, “are the staff offices. When a therapist is assigned to you, that’s where you’ll meet for your one-on-one sessions.” Twisting, she points toward the opposite wing. “Cafeteria and infirmary are that way, along with a gym and a washroom with showers and lockers. Lunch is served buffet-style every day between noon and two o’clock, and drinks and snacks are available from sun up until lights out. If you have any medical issues or questions, the infirmary is staffed twenty-four hours.” She turns to push through the doors, but I stop her.

      “Wait, back the hell up. Only lunch is served every day? What happened to breakfast and dinner?”

      “We’re all adults here, Hali, and nobody is catered to no matter how much money their family has.” This time she does shove through the doors and leaves me behind, staring after her in confusion for a few seconds.

      What kind of cheap-ass place is this?

      “Better hurry up, love, don’t want to get lost,” the woman with the lanyard pipes up from behind the enormous cherrywood desk near the front door. The realization that she’s right doesn’t stop me from shooting her a dirty look, but it does get my feet moving and I follow Mari outside.

      The back of the main building is definitely more interesting than the front, and from this vantage point, the view out over Puget Sound is breathtaking. Not visible from the entrance at all, the entire back of the property slopes gently down to a beach that’s more pebbles than sand. A white ferry is smoothly cutting toward a heavily forested island in the distance, and the sound of the water on the shore plays gently with the occasional calls of the gulls.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” my tour guide asks from her spot on a bench just outside the exit.

      “Sure, whatever,” I snipe. There’s no way I’m letting on to some stranger that the constant tangle of knots in my gut feels noticeably looser since I stepped out of the car. “Just show me my room and get to explaining this one-meal-a-day bullshit.”

      “To answer your earlier question, there are eleven inmates here, as you call them, including you. We prefer to call you guys guests since ‘inmates’ tends to look bad on a brochure,” she says with thick sarcasm. “There are seven cabins, and each houses two people. Five are full, one is empty, and one is occupied by a guest who has requested private quarters.”

      “Cabins? Great, it’s like a demented summer camp for mental patients. Does The Overlook supply the butcher knives and hockey masks, or are we supposed to bring our own?” Up until now, Mari has mostly ignored my shitty attitude or made light of my snide comments, but not this time—this time she comes to a full stop.

      “Make jokes about yourself all you want, Hali, if that’s what you need to do to feel better.” She turns to face me, suddenly authoritative without the need to raise her voice. “But do not think for one second that I, or any other member of the staff, will tolerate you mocking or belittling the other guests. These people are here to get help, and the last thing they need is you making fun of them.” We have a bit of a stare-down until I feel compelled to break eye contact.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I mutter, looking at my shoes. Frustration and embarrassment war for dominance, and both piss me off in equal parts. My father drilled it into my head that embarrassment is weak, and weaklings end up cast away by society to rot in a corner.

      Maybe he was right.

      Maybe this place is just one big ol’ corner that Eleanor dumped me in. Maybe I deserve it.

      Shaking my head to clear the niggling little voice that sounds way too much like a dead man’s, I stride after Mari, catching up with her at the door of one of only two cabins that face the water.

      “This is where you’ll be staying while you’re with us. Your bunkmate is in a private session right now, but will be here to meet you as soon as she’s done. As well as the bedroom and bathroom, each cabin is equipped with a small living room, gas fireplace, and full kitchen stocked with plates, glasses, cutlery, and pots and pa—”

      “A fully stocked kitchen?” I interrupt, not liking where this is heading.

      “We offer a shuttle into town twice a week to stock up on groceries and any personal items you might need. You are responsible for your own breakfasts and dinners, as well as for keeping the cabin tidy and cleaning up after yourself. Now, do you have any questions?” she asks.

      “Any questions? Are you kidding me? Do I look like somebody who knows how to cook?” I bluster and she laughs wryly.

      “Then I guess if you want to eat, you’d better learn pretty darn quick, huh?” With that, she rolls my small suitcase in front of the cabin door and turns to head back to the main building. “Welcome to The Overlook, Hali,” she calls over her shoulder before breaking into a jog and leaving me staring after her open-mouthed on the small verandah.

      An angry shriek stretches my vocal cords, and I stomp my foot like a five-year-old. There’s nobody in sight to pay me any attention, though, making my display useless. Seriously pissed off, I throw the front door wide open and stalk into my temporary home, dragging my suitcases along behind me. When the smaller one slams into my ankle bone for the seventeenth time today, I haul off and punt it into the middle of the living room where it falls over on its side and lays there silently judging me.

      Fuck it. Fuck this place. Fuck learning to cook. And fuck the fact that I’m suddenly sweating like a pig. Why is it a million fucking degrees in here?

      I cross my arms and grab the hem of my thick sweater in both hands, but when I try to pull it over my head, my necklace gets tangled in my hair, and the sweater gets tangled in both. The vicious yanking I’m doing seems to be making it worse and my superbly shitty day spews out in the form of a run-on sentence made entirely of curse words and guttural grunts.

      With a final screech, I manage to wrestle the goddamn sweater off and fling it across the room. The necklace goes with it and clatters to the floor as the heavy knit material puddles around it like a sigh. My tank top clad chest is heaving and my cheeks are burning when a very masculine sounding throat clears behind me.

      Fantastic. I have an audience.

      I tilt my head back to stare at the ceiling, my breath blowing out in a rush while I pray for the patience to not strangle my uninvited guest. With a last huff, I turn and get an eyeful of the witness to my freak-out.

      His tall, lean body, long-legged and broad-shouldered, lounges against the door frame watching me with a steely gray stare. Dark hair, tousled either by the breeze or by design, adds a layer of disheveled sexiness to his already decidedly attractive features. The charcoal thermal long sleeve clings to every ripple and dip of his well-defined chest and tapered waist, while the sleeves pushed part way up his forearms reveal intricate ink ending at his wrists. He cocks an eyebrow and grins wickedly at my open perusal.

      “Hungry?” he asks, a note of smoke and grit in his deep voice.

      “I’m sorry, what?” My brain fights its way out of my panties and yanks me back to attention. “Hungry? No. Why?”

      “You’re salivating. If you need something to eat, I’d be happy to oblige.” He slides one hand down over the washboard hinted at through his fitted shirt until he gets to his crotch. Without breaking eye contact, he grabs his dick suggestively.

      Did he just—? Oh, hell no. Not today, motherfucker.

      I tilt my head to the side and squint my eyes in the direction of the very prominent bulge in his slim-fitting black jeans.

      “Not sure that would be much of a meal,” I tap my lower lip thoughtfully. “I mean, really? That’s more like one of those little finger sandwiches they serve at afternoon tea. You know, the ones that do nothing to satisfy you and just leave your stomach growling for a real meal?” I shrug one shoulder and choke back a laugh as he pulls himself up to his entire six foot two or three in righteous indignation.

      “Sweetheart, what I’ve got is more than enough to satisfy a stuck-up rich bitch. I’d split you in two.”

      “Not without bringing an ax, you wouldn’t,” I assure him, studying my fingernails in feigned boredom.

      “Oh, taking you down is going to be so much fun, rich girl.” A cruel smirk slides over his perfect lips, and his narrowed eyes can’t hide the anticipation that glows in them, like lightning in thunder clouds. He stands there for a few more beats, all brooding and delicious, before turning and casually strolling away.

      Before I can get to the door to close it, the space he vacated is occupied by a pretty Asian girl who openly gawks at me.

      “What the hell do you want?” I snap rudely, and she raises her perfect jet-black eyebrows in surprise.

      “I live here,” she answers before leaning back to look outside. Satisfied that we’re alone, she focuses on me again, jerking her thumb in the direction my visitor just left in. “What was he doing here?”

      “Annoying me? Being a douchebag? Take your pick.” I roll my eyes, and the action makes me painfully aware of the headache that’s brewing behind them.

      “Do you know who he is? You don’t, do you?” Her voice absolutely drips with incredulity. Like the fact that I don’t recognize Mr. Man Meat is beyond human comprehension.

      I shake my head and rub my temples, hoping this ridiculous conversation ends quickly so I can find my bed and crawl into it.

      “Ty McInnis?” she says expectantly, and I shake my head again. “Tyler Draven McInnis, the frontman for Heroin Heartbreak?”

      The band name rings a tiny bell, but I’m feeling particularly bitchy and refuse to give her the satisfaction. I shrug my shoulders dismissively.

      “Good Lord, we obviously need to educate you because either you’ve been living in a cultural vacuum, or you have truly terrible taste in music. Every female under the age of fifty knows who Ty McInnis is.” She finally steps fully into the cabin and shuts the door behind her. “I’m your bunkmate, by the way. Vannessa Yi, but most people call me Vann.” She sticks out a hand. When all I do is eyeball it like it’s a dead fish, she awkwardly drops it back to her side. The uncomfortable purse of her lips has me relenting for some reason.

      “Hali,” is all I offer, but it’s enough to perk her back up.

      “Nice to meet you.” She bounces over to the fridge and pulls out a small bottle of Diet Coke. Scraping back one of the two chairs pulled up to the tiny dining table, she drops into it and twists her long, inky black hair into a messy topknot, snapping a hair tie off her wrist to secure it. “What did Ty want? He shows up for group but other than that, he thinks he’s too good to have anything to do with most of us.”

      “He offered to let me suck his dick.” Always a fan of shock value, I realize too late that I probably should have waited until Vann swallowed the soda she just dumped in her mouth. Her eyes go wide as she chokes and sputters, but before she can recover, I continue. “Look, can we play the get to know you game later? I’m drained and really just want to put my shit away and take a shower.”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry.” Leaving the bottle on the table, she jumps up and grabs the handle of my toppled suitcase on her way through the living room. I lag a few steps behind, dragging the larger case with me. “The bathroom is at the end of the hall, and this is the bedroom.” Vann parks my luggage at the end of an unmade bed with a flourish.

      Beside the fact that the bed is small as hell, the room itself isn’t as bad as I expected. With decent-sized windows on two walls, it's large enough to hold two of everything—single beds, tall dressers, and small nightstands—and still have plenty of space to move. The walls are a dove gray, and the dappled light filtering in through the trees outside paints shifting patterns on the polished wood floor.

      My new roomie retrieves a neatly folded stack of sheets, blankets, and a bath towel from one side of the closet and deposits them in my arms.

      “Here you go. I’ll leave you alone to get organized. If you need anything, just holler, ‘kay? This is going to be great.” She leans in and hugs me quickly, the stack of linens squished between us making it more awkward than it would have been to begin with, before bouncing enthusiastically out of the room.

      Left standing at the end of the bed, shell-shocked and fed up, I drop the sheets on the bed, grab the towel, and stalk down the hall to the bathroom. Thankful for a few moments of privacy, I strip off my clothes and turn on the shower to as hot as I can handle, letting the water wash away another round of the tears I never allow anybody to see.
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      Clean, outwardly calm, and dressed in capri joggers with an oversized T-shirt, I twist my wet hair into a braid and start unpacking my stuff. My laptop and phone fit neatly in the drawer in my nightstand. The limited clothing options my mother dictated I bring only take up about half the dresser and even less of my side of the shared closet. In under five minutes, I’m done and alone in the quiet, which is usually the last place I want to be. The silence here hits differently, though—it feels more like an opportunity than an accusation.

      Everything that’s happened over the past two days is starting to sink in, and the headache that was only a maybe earlier sweeps over me and becomes a certainty. My mattress, devoid of bedding as it is, still looks enticing, and I tell myself I’m just going to lie down for a few minutes. It’s surprisingly soft and I curl up on one side, letting my mind drift through the space around me. The sun has moved lower in the sky, and with it, the shifting mosaic created by the convergence of light and trees. Entranced by the patterns, my eyelids grow heavy and I’m on the edge of sleep when Vann’s voice reaches me before she does.

      “Hey, Hali, do you want to g—” She stops short in the doorway. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you were napping.”

      While I could lie here and pretend to be asleep, my stomach has started to grumble over the lack of any real food since breakfast. It's past dinner time, not that the crazy cook-your-own-damn-dinner policy wouldn’t have hosed me anyway, and I’m going to need help finding something to eat. Sighing, I sit up and stretch the kinks out of my neck and shoulders.

      “I’m awake. What were you asking?”

      “I was just wondering if you wanted to go walk around a bit. Get an idea of where things are and maybe grab a snack in the cafeteria?”

      Bingo.

      “Food. God, yes, I’m starving. Just let me change my top.” Not one to be shy about my body, I don’t even think as I peel off my shirt in front of her. Crossing to the closet, I grab my favorite soft pink Roxy hoodie.

      “What’s that mean?” Vann asks, gesturing with a finger swirl to the delicate tattoo running vertically down my left shoulder blade.

      “It’s the Unalome—it symbolizes the path to enlightenment.” I tug my hoodie over my head in time to catch her shocked expression. “What?” I ask defensively, ready to kibosh the whole foraging for snacks idea and starve to death rather than have this stranger make fun of me. “A girl can’t have layers?”

      “Not at all. It’s a beautiful tattoo. I just didn’t expect it to mean something so…grown-up, I guess? Most of the people my age back home got theirs on a whim or because it was the trendy thing to do.” She snorts. “A girl in my class has three Japanese kanji on her forearm. She told everybody they meant loyalty, love, and luck. We had a class trip to Japan last year, and from the minute we got there, the locals were looking at her funny every time she wore a short-sleeve shirt. I finally asked a server at our hotel restaurant what was going on and she told me people were laughing at the clueless American with the silly ink. Turns out, her kanji really meant noodle, disgrace, and dog. Which, if you knew her, actually fits surprisingly well.” Vann starts laughing and it’s a ridiculous sound—brash, hee-hawing, and totally contagious. I can’t help joining in, and it breaks some of the tension I’ve been carting around. When we finally stop to catch our breath, I realize that I can’t remember the last time I laughed for real.

      Snotty snickers and bitchy chuckles don’t count and removing all of those, I don’t think I’ve laughed in years.

      Who the hell does that? Goes years without laughing?

      Bitchy girls with severe daddy issues, that’s who.

      “Hey, Hali, you okay? Where’d you go just then?” Vann asks with concern, waving her hand in front of my face.

      “What? Oh. Yeah, I’m fine.” I brush it off and busy my hands with smoothing my braid. “Let’s just go.”

      “Not to be a mom or anything, but how about we make your bed first?” she suggests. “Having to do it later when you’re even more tired will suck.”

      The girl’s got a point.

      “Uh, sure.” There’s not a snowball’s chance of me admitting I’ve never put sheets on a bed before. My ineptitude is a flashing neon sign on my forehead, though, so I’m glad she takes the lead without making me feel stupid. She teaches me how to make something she calls ‘hospital corners’ with the top sheet, then we throw the bright, multi-colored comforter over the whole thing and call it a day.

      We collect our phones and start up the path to the main lodge, Vann dropping little tidbits about the other guests along the way like gossipy breadcrumbs. By the time we walk through the back doors, I know who’s staying in which cabin, why they’re here, and who to avoid.

      The cafeteria is empty, something I’m grateful for. And in another pleasant development, it turns out ‘snacks’ covers everything from small bags of potato chips and candy, to fresh fruit and baked goods. I choose two blueberry muffins twice the size of my fist and a bright red apple, and Vann pulls two Pellegrinos out of the glass-doored refrigerated cooler. She swaps me a bottle of fizzy water for a muffin, and the two of us flop down at a table near the windows.

      “I know it’s not exactly dinner, but it’s something,” she says apologetically.

      “Best muffin ever,” I tell her with my mouth full, and she laughs.

      “We can do better tomorrow. It’s shuttle day, so we can go into town and stock up.”

      The last bite disappears into my mouth and I chase it down with a few swallows of Pellegrino. My stomach thanks me for finally putting something in it, before dropping at the sounds of raucous male laughter coming down the hall.

      Three incredibly hot guys roll in, stopping just inside the doors to survey the room with cocky entitlement. The two I haven’t met seem surprised at finding Vann and I here, but something about the gleam in Ty’s eyes makes me think he’s not quite as surprised as his friends. The mental map Vann drew for me on the way here tells me Ty is the guest who had requested his own private living quarters, and that those living quarters were in the cabin next to ours.

      I wonder if he saw us leave and decided to follow?

      Pretty soon, it becomes apparent the guys intend to stay and hang out for a while, and they’re taking up all the air in the room with their loud conversation and giant egos. I raise an eyebrow at Vann and she answers with a nearly imperceptible nod. The two of us get up, grab our garbage and empty bottles, and dump it all in the trash and recycling bins at the door.

      “Hey, gimme two minutes?” Vann asks when we’re out in the hall. “I have to pee like crazy and I really don’t want to have to find a bush on the way back.”

      “Sure, I’ll wait outside for you.” We go in different directions—her to the washroom down at the end of the hall and me to the head of the path out back.

      The sun has long dipped below the horizon and dusk is rapidly being engulfed by darkness. Evenly spaced knee-high lights illuminate the main pathway as well as the branches leading to each cabin. I do have to admit that it’s pretty here, and peaceful. Back in Folkestone, even the silence screams, and I’m used to always being on edge when things are quiet. Some form of near-constant external distraction is necessary to keep me from having to be alone with the dark thoughts that like to creep up on me. They tend to chip away at any tiny bit of happiness I find until there’s nothing left but my father’s disparagement and cruelty, either in thought or in deed.

      Caught up in the unusual calm the peace here is weaving around me, I don’t notice I have company until he speaks.

      “Shouldn’t be out here alone at night.” His grit-wrapped silken voice is low. I startle, and he moves silently to stand directly in front of me. My complacency has put me at a disadvantage, and this guy is going to use that. He moves forward a step and I take one back. We do this dance a handful of times, neither one of us saying a word. Logic tells me I should at least be concerned, if not afraid; this stranger is quite literally backing me into a corner. Fear isn’t my primary emotion, though. Instead, the electric tingle racing over my skin is coming from an altogether different, though equally primal, feeling.

      Desire.

      The increase in my heart rate is mirrored by the pulse visible in the hollow of his throat at this close proximity. My back hits the stone wall of the rear of the building, and he takes another step forward, reducing the small gap between us to nothing. Shadowed and discreet, this little area formed by the angles of the architecture is intimate and perfect for a romantic tryst or a hot little hookup. Romance is for losers, but I’m always down for a quick game of grab-ass. The anticipation of the feel of his lips has my own parting slightly, and my breathing becomes shallow and short.

      He runs his finger up the outside of my arm from wrist to shoulder, the warmth of his touch penetrating the material of my sweatshirt and my responding shiver making his mouth curve into a smug, knowing smirk.

      Unexpectedly, that hand moves from my shoulder to loosely encircle my throat, pinning me against the wall and forcing my chin up to make eye contact with him. I recognize his show of dominance, the way he thinks he’s in control—the threat of him suddenly squeezing tight enough to cut off my airflow ever-present. With his free hand, he traces a lazy, winding trail down my other arm and back up again.

      “Not so big and bad now, are you, rich girl?” he purrs seductively at me, that slight cocky sideways grin gracing his gorgeous mouth. There’s no way I’m going to let him see the effect his actions are having on me, so I stare unflinchingly into his icy gray gaze.

      Okay, so no grab-ass tonight. But this fucker has no idea who he’s dealing with.

      He seems to realize I’m not giving in and tightens his grip around my throat just slightly, the increased pressure shifting the balance between fear and sexual desire even more heavily in desire’s favor. The perversity of it makes me laugh, and either the sound itself or the sensation of the soft skin of my throat moving against his rough palm changes something in his intent. Instead of the cold, blank stare meant to instill fear, a spark of lust flares in his stormy eyes. His smirk falters, becoming less asshole bravado and more curious surprise.

      You’re not getting off that easy—pun fully intended.

      “Oh, I’m still big and bad, dickhead. You’re gonna have to do better than that if you want to steal my crown.” My glossy crimson lips part fully, baring perfect white teeth in a cruel smile as I drive my knee sharply into his groin. The grunt that escapes him is timed perfectly with the loosening of his hand, and I slip easily from his grasp just as Vann appears on the steps.

      The palm so recently around my throat is now firmly planted on the wall in front of him as he tries to breathe through the pain of his bruised nutsack. To add a sprinkle of extra spice to my challenge, I reach out and pinch his tight ass on my way past to meet my stunned bunkmate. His deep, albeit somewhat wheezy, growl follows me, telling me I may have won this round but that our game is far from over.
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      The scent of freshly brewed coffee permeates the mantle of sleep, and I crack my eyelids open to find Vann’s bed empty and neatly made. What sounds like a television weather report filters in from the living room, warning of cloudy skies and the potential for rain.

      Sounds like a great day to stay in bed.

      The blankets are warm and the bed is comfortable, so I close my eyes, snuggle down, and try to ignore the fantastic smell.

      “Time to get up,” my far too chipper bunkmate sing-songs. She sets something down with a thunk on my nightstand and settles on the edge of my bed.

      Please let it be a vat of coffee.

      Unable to resist any longer, I open my eyes again and grin at the sight of the blue stoneware mug cheerily steaming beside me. Sitting up, I take a few sips of the liquid happiness she was kind enough to bring me.

      “Damn, girl, you make good coffee. Thanks for this.”

      “Cinnamon. My dad’s secret ingredient.” Her words are innocuous, but something dark and sad shimmers through her eyes before she quickly changes the subject. “Don’t forget we’re going shopping this afternoon.” She gets up to leave, turning back in the doorway. “Group starts in an hour. I’ll wait for you and we can walk up together.”

      Once I’m alone again, I slowly drink my coffee and ponder the look that crossed Vann’s face at the mention of her dad. There was something in it that felt familiar, but I don’t know her well enough to ask. Plus, I’m not here to make friends; I’m here to serve the sentence imposed by my suddenly-interested-in-me mother. And doing that means I have to get up and go to this stupid group therapy session, which sounds about as much fun as flat ironing my tongue.

      Clunking my almost empty mug down, I forgo a shower and pull on faded jeans and a soft blue sweater that matches my eyes before trudging down the hall to the bathroom. A quick face wash, teeth brush, and a swipe of blush and mascara, and I’m good to go. Back in the bedroom, I snag the hair tie from beside my bed and twist my hair up into a messy bun. As I’m securing the ends, my eyes flick to the window closest to me and nearly bug out of my head before I quickly jump backward out of sight.

      Being tired and cranky yesterday, I noticed the windows in the room but didn’t actually pay attention to what was on the other side of them. The one in the wall our dressers lean against faces the main path, with a whack of trees in between. But the one on this wall faces the cabin next to us, and even though there are a few trees on this side too, they aren’t enough to block the sight of my new neighbor. Ty, obviously fresh out of the shower, is naked except for a towel wrapped around his hips and the water beading on his lean but well-muscled torso.

      There’s a voyeur in me who can't resist leaning forward just enough to get another peek, and his full sleeves of black and gray tattoos and the insane V disappearing under his towel totally make the risk of getting caught worth it.

      Daaammmmmmmnnnnnnn.

      Of course, he picks that exact moment to raise his head. The grin that curves his lips when he sees me watching is dirty as hell, and I know what his next move is before he makes it.

      Because it’s exactly what I would do.

      Just as his hand moves to drop his towel, I spin and smash my toe on the bed frame, causing me to collapse onto the mattress in a hail of f-bombs. Vann comes running and finds me lying on my back, clutching my foot.

      “Are you okay? What happened?”

      “Mmmm-hmmm, I’m good.” The words squeeze out between clenched teeth. My baby toe hurts like a mother, but the initial concern that I actually separated it from its siblings is fading fast. It’s still attached, but it’s going to make walking to group extra fun. “Saw Sasquatch outside and kicked the bed frame in my hurry to get a photo.”

      “What? Where?” Vann runs to the window, making me roll my eyes. Luckily, she picked the path-facing one. I’ve learned two things already this morning: my bunkmate is gullible as hell, and my neighbor is a very naughty boy who looks completely lickable half-naked.

      I wonder how lickable the other half of him is.

      The thought gives me a dirty grin of my own. Standing, I test putting weight on my foot and smooth my top that’s gotten all twisted.

      “Come on, Sasquatch stalker, let’s go.” The urge to mock her further is strong, but I keep my mouth shut and grab the back of her red sweater, tugging her away from the window and out of the bedroom.
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      From the minute we walk into the group therapy room, something tells me to turn around and leave. Therapy in itself makes me cringe, but this is different. My gut says this isn’t going to end well. I decide to ignore it, and the inane chatter around me, and take a seat in the circle of chairs between Vann and a pale wisp of a young woman. Of course, Ty decides to sit directly across from me, legs splayed and arms behind his head.

      Even with the shit-eating grin on his face, or maybe because of it, he’s hot as fuck. It’s not just the way he looks either—he exudes a powerful sensuality that’s deeper than that, a magnetism that pulls your attention as soon as he walks into the room.

      Right now, his attention seems to be focused on eye-groping my tits in my clingy sweater. While I personally don’t give a shit, a couple of the other girls in the room definitely do, if the jealousy dripping from their glares is any indication.

      Mari arrives, and the chatter stops as she takes her seat.

      “Good morning, everybody. We have a new guest with us for the next four weeks. Please give Hali a big Overlook welcome.” She beams her smile around the room, making eye contact with each of us in turn, acknowledging our presence as part of the circle. A few voices mumble with various versions of hello, but the Stink Eye Girls, which they shall now forever be known as, don't say a word. And Ty just keeps on grinning. “Hali, we have a tradition here when new guests join us. Why don’t you tell us about yourself?”

      Like you don’t already know my life history.

      Mari waits patiently enough for me to respond, but for possibly the first time in my life I’m at a loss for words. So, of course, I take the easy way out and fall back on the familiarity of old patterns.

      “I’m Hali. My father’s dead, my mother’s probably a nutjob, and I got dumped here because nobody knew what the hell else to do with me.”

      The silence my statement brings is broken by the snickers of the Stink Eyes, which Mari stifles with a quick glance their way. Vann reaches out and squeezes my forearm gently, her kindness utterly foreign to me and the gesture making me flinch.

      “We’re happy to have you here, Hali. There are a few simple rules that apply to all of our group sessions. First and forem—” The group leader is interrupted by the older woman with the lanyard I noticed upon arriving yesterday.

      “I’m sorry, Mari, there’s a bit of a situation and you’re the only psychologist on site currently.” The woman is apologetic and discreetly wringing her hands in concern. Mari notices the movement as well and turns back to the circle.

      “Hang tight for a few minutes, everybody. I’ll be right back.” She follows the other woman from the room and we’re left, however briefly, to our own devices.

      Of all the things I am, highly observant is not the least of them. Being the regular target of my father’s often unpredictable psychotic rage and ‘teachings’, I learned faster and better than most to read a room and everybody in it. Vann abruptly starts exuding waves of anxiety and looks like she’d be happy to hide under her chair. Ty is still sex personified, and an asshole level of cocky confidence is radiating from where he’s lounging in his seat. The two bitches on either side of him are coiled snakes ready to strike, and by the looks of things, they’re coming straight for me.

      They’re going to be a problem.

      Self-preservation mode kicks in—the cold, callous, worst possible version of myself slips over my face like a mask that was made to mold perfectly to my features. I can smell the venom in the air before they even open their mouths, and I hate them for forcing me to be exactly what I am to everybody back in Folkestone.

      Vicious and cruel.

      From the outside I doubt I look any different than I did three minutes ago, but every one of my muscles is tight with tension, and I’m ready for them to come at me with their barrage of bullshit and nasty comments.

      “Awwwww, poor little Vannessa is about to piss her pants. What’s the matter, sick little stepdaddy fucker?” The blonde on Ty’s left hisses at my bunkmate, who’s trying to will herself to disappear.

      Wait, what? They’re going after Vann? That was unexpected.

      “Don’t want your new roomie to know how messed up you truly are?” The redhead on the other side of Ty asks, then turns her focus on me. “See, Vannessa here likes to have sex with her stepdaddy. He comes into her bedroom at night and plays with her dirty pussy until she’s all wet and begging for it, and then he fucks her silly.” She makes a tsk tsk sound when tears start to slip silently down Vann’s cheeks. “She tries to tell everybody she doesn’t like it, but we all know the truth.”

      The Stink Eyes start laughing, a harsh, mirthless sound. Ty sits between them smirking while his buddies from the other night make lewd faces in Vann’s direction. I look around the circle, and everybody else is either laughing along like sheeple idiots or trying to pretend they’re invisible.

      “Why don’t you shut the fuck up?” My words surprise everybody in the room, myself included. I don’t feel the need to defend anybody ever and I have no idea what the hell is going on, but that doesn’t stop me from knowing this is thirty-one flavors of bullshit.

      “Nobody asked for your opinion, bitch,” Redhead answers.

      “Never stopped me before, bitch. Leave Vann alone.”

      “You got something to say on the subject, get up and say it.” Redhead and Blondie both uncoil and take a few steps toward me, their every intention to threaten and cow me into backing down. Little do they know, I’ve faced the devil, and these idiot girls with their aggressive posturing don’t hold a candle to my father. In one breath I’m on my feet, and in their faces in another.

      “You want to come after me, bring it. But if you don’t leave Vann alone, I have enough pent-up rage and moral ambiguity to end you two twats without hesitation. Sit. The. Fuck. Down.”

      “Everybody, sit down. Now!” Mari marches to her seat and sweeps us all with a disapproving glare. “Who’s going to explain what just happened here?”

      Crickets.

      “Okay, we can play it your way. Hali, you’re confined to your cabin for the rest of the day and we’ll discuss the ramifications of threatening other guests. Vannessa, please go with her.”

      This is what happens when you get involved in somebody else’s business and try to stick up for them. Damn my father for being right on that one.

      The two of us get up to leave and Ty’s sniggering follows us, enraging me.

      My hand on Vann’s arm halts her and I turn around to face the braying jackass.

      “You get off on being a dick, McInnis? I’m happy for you that your life is so damn perfect that you can justify laughing at everybody else.” The hypocrisy of my words isn’t lost on me. Neither is the fact that they just make him laugh harder. “Keep it up, Ty. Payback’s a bitch.”

      “Oh, don’t worry, I’ve got no problem keeping it up.” He winks at me lasciviously.

      “Tyler, enough.” Mari looks like her head might explode, her hippie chill all but gone. “Hali, Vannessa, back to your cabin.”

      With a last death glare at Ty, I stalk haughtily out of the room, back straight, head high, and zero fucks left to give.
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      The walk back is silent except for the occasional sniffle from Vann. As soon as we’re inside the cabin, she beelines for the bathroom. The door lock clicks behind her, followed by the sound of the tap in the sink being turned on full blast. I trade my sweater for a long, black V-neck T-shirt and perch dejectedly on the small living room couch to await the arrival of my executioner. After how pissed Mari was at me, dollars to donuts I’m getting booted from the program.

      If somebody had mentioned this place to me a week ago, I would’ve laughed in their face, tossed my hair, and flounced away in my favorite red-soled Louboutins. That Hali wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about getting kicked out.

      Except maybe that’s not the Hali I want to be anymore.

      Something my mother said when she dumped me here really stuck with me. That this place, The Overlook, was a chance for me to find my own path. To be who I want to be rather than the beat-up bag of lip gloss and hate my father tried to make me. To have that chance shot to shit less than thirty-six hours after getting here bothers me. The fact that it bothers me, bothers me even more.

      On one hand, now I can go back to Folkestone and carry on being the nasty, never-quite-good-enough, havoc-wreaking bitch everybody knows me as. Maintain the status quo. Easy as pie. But before I screwed it up right out of the gate, I was cautiously excited about what the other hand had to offer. For all my bluster and bullshit, the idea of a fresh start held intense appeal. Maybe I could finally figure out who the hell I am without all of the violence and vitriol my father left behind mucking up the works.

      If I had just kept my mouth shut, I wouldn’t be in this mess. Vannessa’s a big girl, she didn’t need me to defend her. She can take care of herself. Except deep down, I know that isn’t true. Everything that went down makes me damn near positive that wasn’t the first time she’s been a victim of those shitty girls—from her instant anxiety to them going for her jugular as soon as Mari left the room. They knew exactly how to get under her skin and took full advantage of it.

      You should’ve stayed out of it, you idiot. Look where it got you. Why stick your neck out for anybody when nobody has ever stuck theirs out for you?

      My reaction to Vann’s discomfort flipped the script on me. Feeling the burn of red-hot anger in tandem with the urge to protect anybody other than myself was bizarre. And if I’m being frank, I have no idea where it came from or how to deal with it.

      A firm knock interrupts my inner train wreck. There’s no movement from the hallway, so I’m guessing Vann isn’t going to be dashing to answer it, leaving it up to me.

      I wonder if this is what walking the plank feels like?

      The image of myself in an old-timey dress, bodice torn, inching my way along a wooden board high above an angry sea while being prodded by a one-eyed pirate captain makes me chuckle. Until I remember there’s no swashbuckling hero going to swoop in to save me in my story.

      “Hi, Hali. Can we talk?”

      Rather than answer, I simply step aside to let Mari pass. Anxiety forces me to speak before she can get started on her list of reasons why I can’t stay. Maybe part of me hopes to make it look like leaving The Overlook is my idea instead of hers—a vain attempt to save face.

      “Look, therapy isn’t for me and this isn’t working so I’m just going to pack my shit and call an Uber or something to take me back to the airport. I didn’t wake up with the intent to threaten anybody, which is actually kind of new for me, but those girls only said three sentences to Vann, and each one was more horrible than the next.” The words tumble out of my mouth, tripping over each other in my haste to get this over with. My feet are already itching to be moving, taking little antsy shuffling steps closer to the bedroom as I’m talking. “My mother should have known better. I’m my father’s daughter, after all, and people like me can’t be fixed. Sorry for wasting your time.”

      The air in here feels like it’s getting thinner, and I can’t take in a deep breath. In a weird way, it feels like I’m trying to suck in oxygen through my shoulders rather than my lungs—high and tight and wholly distressing. Prickles of sweat, simultaneously hot and cold, break out all over my body, and an intense wave of nausea floods my mouth with saliva.

      Mari steps quickly to me and grips my upper arms just as the world tilts about three inches to the left and my vision pinholes. If she wasn’t holding on to me, I’d be on my ass for sure.

      What the hell is happening to me? I can’t breathe. Am I dying? If this is what dying feels like, I’ll pass, thanks. Zero stars. Do not recommend.

      The thought does nothing except freak me out more, and the tightness in my chest becomes nearly unbearable. A small squeak that might be laughter or might be terror escapes before I’m forced to clamp my lips shut again to avoid puking all over Mari’s pretty sweater.

      “Hali, listen to me. Focus on my face. Take a deep breath in through your nose, and let it out slowly through your mouth. Watch me.” She adopts a controlled breathing pattern, and after a few seconds, I start to mimic it, haltingly at first but slowly finding the rhythm. “You’re having a panic attack. You’re safe, you’re not alone, and it will pass.”

      Turns out she’s right. A minute or two goes by and my knees unlock, allowing me to move to the couch and sit down. Another minute or so and I’m able to speak coherently, though my heart is still pounding and my hands are shaking.

      “Well, that was embarrassing.”

      “No need to be embarrassed. It happens,” Mari says reassuringly.

      “Give me a sec and I’ll go pack my stuff and get out of your hair.”

      “Obviously, since you’re not an inmate,” she says with a wink, “you’re free to leave anytime, but I’m not asking you to.”

      “You’re not?” My brows draw together in confusion, and she grins at me.

      “I’m not.”

      “After the scene during group, I figured it was a done deal.”

      “Hali, if I had to ask somebody to leave every time there was an outburst in group, there’d never be anyone here.” She sits down beside me. “You’re also not confined to quarters. Ty stopped me on my way down here and explained what happened. While threatening other guests is not allowed and can never happen again,” she gives me her best stern expression, “I know you were sticking up for Vannessa.” The relief that courses through me warms my cold feet and relaxes my shoulders. “Can I ask how that felt? Sticking up for somebody?” There’s no malice in the question, only honest curiosity. She obviously knows my reputation so I can’t say I blame her for asking.

      “Unexpected.” Where my usual response would be snide and bitchy, I choose to take a baby step toward the whole different path idea, and Mari nods speculatively. “Whatever Vann’s been through or hasn’t, likes or doesn’t like, it shouldn’t be put on public display.” I shrug and stare down at my hands twisting together in my lap. “Thank you for letting me stay.” Never having been shown much kindness in my life, I’m not exactly sure what to do with it and I flounder in my uncertainty.

      Thankfully, I’m saved from embarrassing myself further by the appearance of Vann.

      “Vannessa, are you okay?” Mari asks the still pale but far steadier girl.

      “Can we not talk about it right now, please?”

      The psychologist in her looks like she might insist, but something in Vannessa’s expression changes Mari’s mind and she nods in agreement.

      “We’ll schedule a one-on-one appointment and we can discuss it then.” She checks her watch. “The shuttle leaves in ten minutes. Let’s go, ladies, or poor Hali’s going to be living on muffins and potato chips until the next trip to town.”

      Poor Hali. Nobody has ever referred to me like that before, even in jest.

      It’s ridiculous, but I feel like I’m part of an inside joke for the first time. The thought makes me grin as Vann and I grab our phones and wallets and follow Mari to the main lodge.
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      As I understand it, the twice-weekly trips into town for supplies aren’t mandatory, and not every guest goes each time. I’d spent the trek up the path praying the two awful girls from earlier decided to forgo this trip. If they started mouthing off again, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop myself from inflicting some kind of violence on them. When the large SUV comes into view, it’s apparent my prayers fell on deaf ears and I groan.

      Ty’s lounging against the side of the white Chevy Suburban, next to the open rear passenger door. He has an audience of two, the blonde and the redhead from earlier, and when the crunching of our shoes on the gravel path alerts them to our presence, all three pause mid-conversation to watch our approach. Admittedly, Ty’s gaze is guarded and mostly dismissive, which annoys the shit out of me for some reason, but the other two? If they had their way, Vann and I would burst into flames on the spot.

      I swear Mari mutters a few curses under her breath when she sees the three of them will be joining us, but when I turn to look at her in surprise, she’s wearing a standard-issue vanilla-bland smile that doesn’t quite make it all the way to her eyes. Vann tenses beside me and I know if anybody messes with her again today I won’t be able to let it pass, consequences be damned.

      Isn’t this going to be fun?

      We all pile into the Suburban, Mari and the driver in the front, Vann and I in the very back, and the other three in the middle. It takes precisely ninety seconds for me to regret the seating arrangements. I’d rather strap myself to the fucking roof than be forced to watch the show in front of me. It may only be a twenty-minute drive, but that’s eighteen and a half minutes of adoring groupie bullshit and over-inflated rock star ego too long. To distract myself from ripping open the door and jumping from a moving vehicle, I entertain Vann by pulling ridiculously mocking faces behind their backs. Every time she snickers loud enough for them to hear, one of the girls snaps her head around to glare at us. I just give whichever twit it happens to be a nice big ‘go fuck your hat’ grin until she goes back to petting Ty.

      When the longest ride in the history of long rides is finally over, Mari tells us we have an hour to get what we need. We all split up, and after I’m done at the pharmacy, I make my way to the small grocery store armed with a new bottle of ibuprofen and a tube of killer cherry red lip gloss that smells like raspberries.

      Food shopping isn’t something I’ve ever done before. That tedious chore was always handled by our housekeeper, but I can’t put it off any longer because, hey, a girl’s gotta eat. Already overwhelmed after just stepping through the automatic entrance doors, I go on a hunt for Vann to see if she’ll be my shopping buddy.

      Out of nowhere, a firm hand grabs my upper arm and pulls me into an aisle filled with baking supplies. I’m about to scream bloody murder when another hand clamps tightly over my mouth. His lean body is warm against my back as he presses against me. The proximity forces my feet to move closer to the shelves in front of us as if I’m looking for something specific housed on them.

      “Now, now, it’s only me,” Ty murmurs against my ear, sending an annoying wave of shivers through my body from head to toe. I don’t want to have any reaction at all to this arrogant ass, but my stupid body didn’t get the memo. Slowly sliding his left hand from my lips, he runs it down the side of my neck before letting it drape over my shoulder, while the right one maintains a vise-like grip on my other arm. To anybody walking by, we look like nothing more interesting than a young couple shopping for flour and sugar.

      “What do you want, Ty? Didn’t get enough ego stroking on the ride over? Because you’re barking up the wrong tree for that kind of shit. I don’t stroke any egos except my own.” My voice is quiet, but my snark is loud and clear.

      “I’m more interested in other kinds of stroking with you.” He starts making circles on my shoulder with his beringed thumb.

      “Yeah, like that’ll happen,” I snort. “I have no interest in stroking your tiny dick, McInnis.”

      “We’ve already had this discussion, rich girl. My dick is more than big enough for you. If you’d kept watching another few seconds this morning, you would’ve seen the proof yourself.” His warm, minty breath against my ear is starting to do melty things to my insides. “And who said anything about you doing the stroking anyway?”

      Releasing my upper arm, his hand brushes across my nipple and has it standing at attention right through my lacy bra and T-shirt. Before I can give him any shit, though, he’s already reaching down and cupping me through my jeans.

      “Ty! What the hell?” I’m frozen in place, shocked by his audacity but also more than a little turned on.

      Without saying a word, he pops the button on my jeans with one hand and pulls the zipper down just enough to allow him access. His fingers dance teasingly across the sensitive skin of my abdomen under my long T-shirt, making me suck in a breath and clench my thighs together.

      “For fuck’s sake, Ty, we’re in a goddamn grocery store.” I try to wriggle out of his grasp but his grip on my shoulder is iron.

      “For fuck’s sake, indeed,” he practically purrs in that smoke-on-silk voice and slips his hand inside my panties. I can’t stop myself from leaning back against him, and his fingers slip between my lips to strum my clit. Instantly wet, I let him plunge two fingers inside me and feel a crazy urge to ride those fingers right here in the baking aisle until I get off.

      The sound of an approaching squeaky wheel cuts through my lust. A woman, probably in her eighties, comes around the corner pushing a shopping cart that looks bizarrely disproportionate to her tiny stature.

      “Ty, she’s going to see what we’re doing!” My struggles are in vain, though, because all he does is pull me in tighter.

      “Stop flailing and she won’t notice a thing,” he whispers with a low chuckle. Terrified we’re going to get caught, I hold as still as possible and mentally urge the octogenarian to move along.

      But she doesn’t, because that would be too easy.

      Instead, she stops less than a foot away.

      Ty moves his fingers back to my clit, and just as she walks up right next to us, he starts rubbing it with small, tantalizing strokes.

      “Excuse me, dear. I just need one of those bags of powdered sugar in front of you.”

      “S-s-sure,” I stammer as she reaches for one.

      This is the most surreal thing I’ve ever experienced. I’m being expertly fingered by a rock star, who’s a good four years older than me, in a small town grocery store, while somebody’s grandma is shopping for sugar next to us. How is this even happening?

      The woman finally moves on, and I make the conscious decision to let Ty finish what he’s doing. He’s really, really good at it, and so what if I’m extra turned on by the public aspect of it all.

      Only, he has other plans.

      Just as I feel my release starting to build, Ty pulls his hand away and takes a step back, leaving me hanging.

      “Uhhh, are you kidding me?”

      “I don’t kid, rich girl. Not about money, music, or pussy, anyway.” He smirks cruelly before slipping one of the fingers that was so recently between my legs into his mouth and licking it. “Yours just doesn’t quite measure up.” At that, he turns and saunters away, leaving me standing there embarrassed, unsatisfied, and seething.

      Doesn’t measure up?!? I don’t care who he is—rock star or no, I fucking hate Tyler McInnis.

      Glancing furtively around, I quickly zip and button my jeans back up and take some deep breaths to calm down before stomping through the store. I check down each aisle for a glimpse of Vann’s long, black hair, all the while mentally cataloging how many different ways I can separate Ty’s junk from the rest of his body. In the second to last row, I finally spot her down at the opposite end, where she’s currently flattened in fear up against shelves stocked with coffee and tea.

      What in the actual fuck? Is this the Tinder of grocery stores or something?

      The middle-aged man practically slobbering on her while trying to cop a quick feel is heavily overweight. His girth dwarfs Vann and jiggles revoltingly in his excitement. Surprisingly agile for a man his size, every time she zigs, he zags, and she can’t get away.

      “Hey, Tiny,” I yell, “get your damn hands off her!” I stride down the aisle toward them and he backs away with his palms up, the overhead fluorescents highlighting his severely receding hairline.

      “I didn’t do nothin’ wrong. They told me she missed her daddy so I should show her a little love.” Fixating on his intended target again, like a spider on a fly, he reaches one of his stubby fingers under the edge of his too-small shirt. When he digs into his navel looking for lint or buried treasure or whatever the fuck, I nearly puke but force myself to step between him and Vann.

      “First, when they try to run, it means they aren’t interested, fucktard. Second, oh my fucking ewwwww. Third, who the hell told you to show her anything?

      He’s sweating more than any innocent man ever would, beady little eyes flicking left and right looking for an escape as he continues to back slowly away in the face of my mocking rage.

      How’s it feel to be prey instead of predator, you disgusting fuck?

      Just then, my ears pick up the sound of snickering bitches in the next aisle. I grab Vann’s arm, tugging her along behind me while her revolting would-be suitor uses the opportunity to ooze away as quickly as his short, pudgy legs will carry him. I round the end cap of the aisle and come face to face with the Stink Eyes.

      “Something funny?” I ask, my voice dripping with a warning they choose to ignore.

      “Awwww, poor Vannessa. Did you let your next lay get away?” Both girls jut their bottom lips out in exaggerated pouts.

      “Problem, ladies?” Mari finds us just in time, the four of us glaring at each other in challenge. Well, okay, three of us glaring and the fourth half hidden behind me.

      “Nope,” I pop the p. “No problem at all.”

      “We were just leaving.” Vann volunteers and tugs me away, stopping in the coffee aisle to retrieve her partially filled plastic basket.

      We finish our grocery shopping without further incident and head back to the Suburban with five bags between the two of us, one stuffed almost entirely with various kinds of junk food. After claiming the middle seats this time and stowing our bags at our feet, Vann starts telling me about some K-pop band she’s obsessed with while we wait for the others. I listen with one ear, watching through the tinted window as the two mean girls approach, Ty hanging back behind them by a fair number of steps.

      Seeing them strutting in their five-hundred-dollar boots, flipping their hair, and exaggerating the swing of their hips in hopes of getting his attention, a disturbing realization comes to mind.

      The way they tear down anyone they want to just because they can.

      The nasty, entitled attitude that reeks of hidden insecurities.

      The ugliness that hides just under their glossy, perfect exteriors.

      Those girls are me, and holy shit, I’m a horrible person.

      Every day back in Folkestone, that’s what I look like to the people around me, only probably fifty times worse, and this is the first time I’ve ever really seen it from the other side.

      No matter what atrocities were visited on me by my father, I’m not the victim—I’m the villain.

      I just never cared until now.
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      The return trip to The Overlook is far more subdued than the ride to town. Vann tries a few times to engage me in conversation, but I shut down each effort with one-line answers that leave no room for further questions or discussion. Finally, she stops trying.

      Once we’re back with our bags unloaded, I hurry down the path to our cabin and this time, I’m the one that locks myself in the bathroom. I left my groceries, still in the paper bags marked with the store’s logo, on the kitchen table. The sound of doors opening and closing as my bunkmate puts both her purchases and mine away filters through the wall my head is resting against.

      Did I start off bad? Are shitheads born or raised?

      Back home, there were so many times I desperately wanted to be anybody but Hali the mean girl. There was never any other option then, but maybe if I was born good there's still a chance for me.

      My father was always my keeper. Until now, I’d never even traveled anywhere without him, never been able to get away. Anywhere he took me always involved strange, back door business dealings that he demanded I watch and learn from. When the deals went bad or somebody called him on his bullshit, he took great pleasure in making me pay for his mistakes in the privacy of our hotel room.

      As long as he was alive, there was no way out. Survival came down to simple math—play the role and the odds of getting my ass kicked, or worse, went from a hundred percent down to about fifty.

      Those nasty girls and the way they treat Vann, the way she cowers and shrinks when they take aim—that’s how people feel around me. I do that to them.

      Just like my father did to me.

      My ass hits the closed toilet seat hard. This seems a fitting place to embrace my mini-breakdown.

      “Hali? Please talk to me.” Vann’s voice follows her tentative knock.

      So much for the sanctity of a locked shitter.

      I’m tired of trying to make sense of my messed-up life, tired of being a puppet, tired of all the hate. Stretching forward, my fingers flick the lock and twist the handle. The door opens a crack before Vann pushes it the rest of the way.

      “Are you okay?” Her voice is timid.

      “Define ‘okay’.” I rest my elbows on my knees and chin in my palms, while my manicured fingers tap lightly on my cheekbones.

      “What happened just before the ride back? Everything was fine, and then it wasn’t. Like somebody flipped a switch.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s me. Ruiner of lives and flipper of switches. I’m not a nice person, Vann, and you’re probably a hell of a lot better off staying away from me.”

      I also apparently have a low-grade vag, but telling you that would be taking TMI to a whole new level.

      “You’ve been a lot nicer to me than most people here. Half of them treat me like crap, and the others flat out ignore me.” She slides her back down the wall outside the door. Once her butt hits the floor, she pulls her knees to her chest and rests her chin on top of them. “Can I tell you something?” The request is timid, like she thinks I’m going to bite her.

      “Sure. Welcome to the Bathroom Confessional. Useful if you need to spill your guts, after you spill your guts.” My exaggerated wink and smirk make her chuckle before she puts her serious face back on.

      “Those comments Sabrina and Erissa made in group, they weren’t true.”

      “Duh. I figured that much, Vann. I know exactly who those two fuckwits are and all the cunty games they play.”

      “You do?” She looks surprised.

      “I do. Big bank accounts, big egos, big tits, and big chips on their shoulders. This is what I meant about me not being a nice person. I’m one of those girls. Hell, the way I usually roll, I could be their mean girl queen.” I pinch the bridge of my nose and briefly squeeze my eyes shut against the self-inflicted sting of my own words.

      “Bullshit.” Hearing her curse makes me laugh. The fact that she’s calling me out makes me laugh harder, though it has a bitter flavor.

      “I shit you not. Back home, I’m the daughter of the devil and have been forced to live up to his morally bankrupt standards my whole life.”

      She stares at me, all squint-eyed and thoughtful. Almost like she’s trying to peer into my soul.

      “Nope. Sorry, I don’t believe you’re a bad person. If you truly had a black heart, you wouldn’t have stood up for me. In fact, you wouldn’t be here at all, and you sure as heck wouldn’t be talking to me like this right now.” The silence stretches between us while she waits for me to say something. Instead, I just stare at myself in the vanity mirror from my seat on the closed can. Maybe if I stare long enough, I’ll see some of what she does. “Isn’t there some saying about if you’re questioning whether or not you’re crazy, then you’re probably not, because a crazy person would never think there was anything to question? Wouldn’t it be the same for somebody who was truly bad?”

      My brain needs a second to process the words, but when it does, a tiny glimmer of hope sparks in my chest. I shift my eyes from the mirror to Vann’s face and find her staring back at me.

      “Do you really think that’s true?” The words come out hesitant and soft, two things never associated with me. And that’s part of the beauty of being here—nobody knows that. Vann only sees this me, the person I’d like the chance to actually be.

      “Yes, I do.” She speaks with conviction, and her certainty is endearing. Whatever happens, I hope I leave here with that intact; with at least one person sure I’m not a lost cause.

      Because I don’t want to be lost anymore.

      “My father was sadistic, psychotic, narcissistic—basically, just a whole pile of the worst of the -ics, heaped onto a dumpster fire of evil. The damage he did to my mother and me is unfathomable by anybody who wasn’t down there in the shit with us. Trying to use words to describe his favorite flavors of madness and mayhem, his tricks and tools, is like trying to describe the moon to a mouse.” From her spot in the hallway, Vann’s eyes are leaking and the corners of her pretty mouth turn down in sadness. I hate that she’s crying for somebody like me. “Please don’t cry for me, girl. I’ve done horrible things, terrorized people in ways that make Regina George look like Mary Poppins.”

      My legs are beginning to get faint tingles of pins and needles from sitting here for so long. Standing, I stretch and sigh, and Vann hauls herself up from where she’s been sitting against the wall.

      She blinks away her tears, and by the time we get to the kitchen, the sniffles have stopped too. I lean against the snow-white counter as she starts to root around in the fridge.

      “You know what? Up until my shitty father slithered off this mortal coil, I thought all of the damage he’d done to me, and all the damage I’d done for him, was insurmountable. That I’d never be able to climb over it or tunnel under it. He spent all those years making me dull and round. Pliable. Once I lost all my angles, once he erased everything that didn’t fit his plan for me, he molded what was left into a weapon. His weapon, who acted and looked and behaved just how he wanted. Who would one day get revenge on everybody who he felt did him dirty, even though I’m not sure anyone really did. The only place I ever belonged to myself was in my head, and even that was touch-and-go a few times over the years.” I absentmindedly take a bite of the raw, peeled carrot Vann shoves in my hand, and the snappy crunch brings me back to the present. “Shit, sorry for the blabbing, Vann.” The last of the carrot disappears into my mouth, and I take my time chewing, more than a little ashamed of my next words. “I don’t think I’ve ever had an actual friend before.”

      “Well, you do now.” Her grin is wide and honest, and I feel like I’ve won some sort of prize, as strange as that sounds.

      “That’s great, because I need to ask a favor.”

      “Uh-huh. And what is this favor?” she asks, rolling her eyes above her grin.

      “I know there was this whole ‘let’s teach Hali to cook so she doesn’t starve to death or eat her weight in donuts’ plan, but would you mind if I went for a walk? My head could use some clearing.”

      “We can start cooking lessons tomorrow. Go take your walk.”

      Flashing her a quick, grateful smile, I grab the hoodie off my bed and venture down to the beach.
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      There’s a small jetty where the patch of sand ends and the impassable shoreline begins. Something near the center of it catches my eye, and I pick my way carefully among the big boulders and smaller stones until I reach it. Glinting in the setting sun is a small, haphazard pile of colored rocks. Ranging in size from fingernail-tiny to a hen’s egg, they shine in shades of scarlet, amber, and a strangely beautiful mottled green. Tucked away next to a large, flat boulder that looks like a perfect spot to sit and watch the water, I have to wonder if their placement was purposeful. There’s no way I would have noticed them if the sun hadn’t been just right and I hadn’t been standing at just the right angle.

      Climbing onto the sun-warmed flat surface, my fingers find one of the larger scarlet pieces and I turn it over and over in my hands while sitting comfortably cross-legged. Facing the Sound like this, the cries of the gulls the only voices around, an inner calm I didn’t realize I possessed flows over me. Tumbling the pretty red stone from one hand to the other and back again is therapeutic, its disorganized edges gently massaging my palms.

      A disappointed sigh steals from my lips.

      All good things must end. Even my ten minutes of Zen.

      I know he’s behind me before he speaks, but I wait for him to break the silence.

      “Agate.”

      “Bless you?” I say without turning around, the breeze carrying the words over my shoulder. He snorts out a laugh.

      “That wasn’t a sneeze. It’s the name of what’s in your hand. I figured since you found my spot and my stash, you should at least know what it is you’re playing with.”

      This time it’s me that snorts.

      “First, there’s no way you could know what I have in my hand with my back to you. The only way you could have seen it is if you’d been watching me from the beach when I picked it up.”

      No response.

      “Second, I didn’t realize this spot had been claimed when I sat down or that the agate wasn’t here of its own accord.”

      Okay, so that part is kind of a lie. I had definitely considered it.

      Still no response.

      I close my eyes and draw in a big breath of the fresh, clean air. Letting it out slowly, I allow my shoulders to relax, and my annoyance at being interrupted dissipate before standing. Just as I turn to face Ty, the breeze picks up and tangles its fingers in my hair. The long chestnut strands lift and twirl in a crazy dance around my head, and there’s just enough sun peeking over the horizon to turn pieces of it mahogany red as they fly in front of my eyes. The moment makes me smile involuntarily, and when I manage to get a glimpse of Ty through the swirling mess, his expression shocks it from my lips.

      Awe.

      Need.

      Frustration.

      All of it raw, and all of it carefully hidden away as soon as he realizes I can see him. Something about it leaves me unsettled—a jittery feeling in the pit of my stomach and a jangling nerve or three. In my haste to get away, I almost wipe out stepping down off the tabletop rock and my ankle rolls painfully. Wincing, I make my way over to Ty and hand him the ruby red piece of agate.

      “Sorry about that,” I mutter. Moving past him toward the sand, I grit my teeth against the pain and gather my hair back from the wind.

      “Hali,” he calls, but I don’t turn around.

      “Won’t happen again. Spot and stash are all yours,” I yell and hobble back to my cabin.
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      The next three days are filled with therapy, both individual and group, exploring the surrounding area on foot, and cooking lessons with Vann. Not surprisingly, I’m not the most stellar student, but I enjoy spending time with her, and the basics she’s taught me have been edible. She says she’s got a Korean dish she wants to teach me next and I’m actually really looking forward to giving it a shot.

      There are definitely some great things about being here at The Overlook. Vann is one of them—I don’t think I could have picked a better ‘first friend’. But while she’s funny and intelligent and kind, she definitely has a few demons of her own. Maybe one day she’ll trust me enough to talk to me about them, so I can help her like she’s been helping me. I did manage to find out that this isn't her first time here, though. She went through a shortened version of the program previously and decided she wanted to come back and give the full meal deal a try.

      Unfortunately, Sabrina and Erissa did the same thing, but they were forced back rather than returning voluntarily. Something weird definitely went down between all of them last time, but Vann doesn’t want to talk about it, and I don’t want to push. There’s been an uneasy truce between the four of us since the trip into town, but I feel the pressure building and it’s probably only a matter of time before it erupts.

      Other than in group, I haven’t seen Ty since the jetty. Sometimes I swear I feel him watching me, but when I turn to look he’s never there. He always makes sure to sit as far away from me as possible during our group therapy sessions, which is hard to do since Mari has this thing about us being in a circle. But somehow, he manages to seem like he’s on a whole other planet even when we’re in the same room. It’s fine by me—he and his ego do nothing but annoy me.

      Of course, the flipside to all of the good are the absolutely terrifying things being unearthed from my psyche. Some of them have been buried so deep that I have zero recollection of them at all until they come screaming back to the surface. I know there’s more hidden in there, and I can’t pretend I’m not scared shitless about it.

      Last night I woke up shortly after two a.m. with Vann sitting on the side of my bed, shaking me awake. Apparently, I started murmuring in my sleep, jumbled nonsense at first, but quickly escalating into hysterically begging somebody to stop. By the time she got me fully awake, panic was squeezing my lungs, and both of our faces were streaked with tears. Knowing I wouldn’t be able to go back to sleep, she stayed up with me, and the two of us watched eighties rom-coms on my laptop until the sun came up.

      Both of us severely dragging ass this morning, we opted for muffins and coffee from the cafeteria for breakfast. Taking our bounty outside to the bench by the back door, we sit in comfortable silence and watch the ferry deliver a load of passengers as we eat.

      “Good morning, ladies,” Mari greets us, coming up the path from the staff quarters with a cheerful smile. For a second, just a teeny tiny one, the mean girl in me wants to rip her face off because I feel like shit and she looks so damn happy. Thankfully, the urge passes and I offer her a weak smile. She pauses like she might say something else but thinks better of it and continues on inside. Vann and I suffer through group, miraculously managing to stay awake and escape back to our cabin the second Mari calls time.

      “Okay, so who’s taking one for the team?” Vann asks, flopping on the couch as soon as we get inside. Today is ‘trip to town’ day, and as much as neither of us wants to go, there’re a few things we need.

      “Let Rochambeau decide. Winner goes back to bed, loser goes to town.”

      “Dude, I have neither the desire nor the energy to kick you in the crotch until one of us falls down. Veto.” She shoots me a double thumbs-down, followed by an immediate thumbs-up. “Bonus points for decision-making creativity, though.”

      “Not the South Park version, spaz. The real game. Rock, Paper, Scissors or whatever you southerners call it.” I toss a throw pillow at her.

      “Southerners? I’m from Michigan,” she laughs.

      “Whatever. Sit up so we can do this.”

      She does, and we do, and I win.

      Groaning like a ninety-year-old man with bad knees, Vann drags herself off the couch, and I snag her spot. She shoves her phone in one pocket and cash in the other, turning to look back at me before walking out the door.

      “You suck.”

      “I know this.” I nod sagely in agreement. She sticks her tongue out at me and leaves a peal of laughter in her wake as the door closes behind her.

      Not sure what to do with myself now that I’m alone, I wander into the bedroom and flop onto my unmade bed. The windows are both open a crack; there’s no fan in here, and Vann and I both like the fresh air. That small opening allows the sound of leaves rustling in the breeze to filter in, and I find myself dozing off to it. Full sleep hasn’t quite found me when an incredible voice laced with gravel and sin starts singing softly. Accompanied by an acoustic guitar, I can only pick out a few of the words, but the sound reaches in and squeezes my heart anyway.

      Staying as low as possible, I roll onto my stomach and push myself to my hands and knees, just high enough to peer over the headboard and out the window. The music is coming from Ty’s cabin. At first, I can’t actually see him, so I just listen and remember what Vann said that first day about every woman under fifty knowing who Ty was. It makes perfect sense now. I hate the arrogant prick, and I’d still let him sing the phone book to me just to hear that voice.

      The music stops and before I can duck out of sight, he walks in front of the window and casually glances out.

      I’m transfixed.

      The black button-down shirt looks like it was thrown on as an afterthought, long sleeves haphazardly rolled up almost to his elbows and not a single button done up. His torso is tanned and smooth, and holy shit, those abs. His dark hair is wild, like he’s run his hands through it a dozen times and made a mess.

      Or like somebody else has.

      He carries his guitar by the neck, a pick held between his teeth, and the thick silver band on his thumb catching a stray beam of sunlight.

      I can’t bring myself to look away or stop my eyes from locking with his stormy gaze. And when he smiles at me, a small, secret, ‘I caught you’ kind of smile, I can’t help smiling back.

      No. This is not how this works. Fucking hell.

      Breaking eye contact is almost painful, but I force myself to do it. I slip off my bed and run down the hall to the relative safety of the windowless bathroom.

      You hate him, remember? He’s the asshole who told you that you have a subpar snatch. The guy that acted like he’d be doing you a favor by letting you give him a blow job. Do not—I repeat, do not—get sucked in by the sexy voice and abs for days.

      Resolved to get my head out of my ass, I stride back into the bedroom and slam the windows shut. Pulling a thick, full zip hoodie over my tank top and leggings, I all but run out of the cabin and head up to the main lodge. Just my luck, the one time I would actually welcome the company of some of the more boring guests, none of them are around.

      “Do you know where everybody is?” I ask Lanyard Lady, who’s the only other person in the room at her position behind the massive desk.

      “It’s shuttle day today, honey.”

      “I’m aware.” The urge to roll my eyes is strong. “I meant, do you know where everybody else is?”

      “It was a full house today. They got seven in the shuttle, along with Mari and the driver. “Two guests are on their way home this afternoon, so I believe they’re packing.” She gives me a cheerful, clueless smile and dismisses me by going back to her paperwork.

      Seven gone, two packing. That leaves just Ty and I. Fantastic.

      The breeze has picked up again when I push open the back door and step outside. The sun is warm, but there’s definitely a fall chill in the air. Trudging down the path, I’m torn between going back to the cabin and heading to the beach for a walk instead. Before I can make the decision, I hear my name.

      “Hali.” Nothing more, nothing less. Just my name.

      I tell myself to keep walking, to ignore him, but I can’t resist a quick glance in his direction. Shirt still unbuttoned, he’s standing in the open doorway of his cabin, lounging against the frame like he’s posing for a magazine cover. His nonchalance irritates me more than I already am, so I flip him off and continue walking.

      “Will you stop, for Christ’s sake?” When that doesn’t work, and I take a few more steps, he tries a different tack. “Unless you’re afraid.”

      Fucker.

      “Why the hell would I be afraid?” Unable to resist his challenge, my feet stop moving of their own accord, and I immediately want to chew my tongue off.

      “You tell me.” The cocky smirk on his face tells me he thinks he’s won because he got me to speak to him, and the purposeful shift in his stance that opens that damn shirt wider makes me want to throat punch him.

      “Who the hell do you think you are exactly? You’re just some rando guy who got lucky in the voice department. Ooooooh, Ty McInnis,” I mock, not paying attention to the fact that I’ve stopped walking away and started walking toward him. “Rock god extraordinaire. Stuck out here in the boonies at a treatment facility because he can’t get his shit together.” Three steps away now. “All the money, fame, and pussy he could ever want, and he still isn’t happy. What’s the matter, Ty? Mommy didn’t love you enough? Some long-ago girlfriend get sick of your shit and dump you on your ass?”

      Something in my nasty rant must’ve hit a nerve because before I can blink, he’s out the door and gripping my upper arms hard enough to leave dents. He doesn’t say a word, just stands there, all tensed muscles and clenched jaw towering over me. Right about now is when a sane person would be afraid.

      But I’m not.

      Curious, angry, frustrated, and turned on, yes. Afraid? Not in the least.

      And he knows it.

      Tilting my head back to get a clear look at his face, I find his gaze waiting for me. I’ve never been struck by lightning, but I can’t imagine that jolt would be any more electrifying than the one that happens when my eyes meet his. We stand there like that, staring into each other’s abyss, the mist of our ragged breath surrounding us in the cool air until I do the one thing I’ve been trying to convince myself I didn’t want to do since day one.

      Bending at the elbow, my tightly-held arms have just enough reach for my index finger to trace a zigzag pattern from his belly button to the waist of his low-slung jeans. He shivers at my touch, and the sound he makes is the sexiest thing I’ve ever heard, somewhere between a growl and a sigh. My arms are released from his grip, only to have him reach down and grab my thighs. The way he lifts me is quick and unexpected, forcing me to throw my arms around his neck or risk falling over backward. He carries me into his cabin and kicks the door shut, spinning around and slamming me up against it.
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      Slowly, slowly, slowly, he lets go of my legs, and I sort of slide down the front of his body until both my feet are on the ground and I’m pinned between him and the hard, wooden slab.

      “I swore I wouldn’t let this happen, but I have to have you just once.” He slants his mouth against mine, our tongues seeking each other out. The kiss is rough and deep and intoxicating. His gorgeous lips are firm but not hard, his mouth warm and minty, and the stud in his tongue I hadn’t even noticed is a pleasant surprise.

      When he pulls back, he gives me the strangest look, like he’s seeing me for the first time. “I don’t do girlfriends,” he growls thickly, wrapping his hand in my hair and pulling my head back to expose the length of my throat.

      “That’s good. I’m not looking to be one.” The feeling of his lips and breath as he teases the side of my neck is giving me little shivers of pleasure, but when his teeth nip the sensitive skin, it sends an electric shock straight between my legs.

      My heavy zip-up hoodie suddenly feels suffocating and cumbersome, a barrier between us that I need to get rid of. One of my hands pulls the zipper all the way down, exposing my skimpy tank top underneath, while the other tiptoes under the back of his shirt. His sharp intake of breath when my cold fingers find the warm skin of his lower back only serves to ratchet up the heat already threatening to combust between us.

      He’s sending waves of pleasure rolling through my entire body with whatever it is he’s doing to my neck and shoulder. At this point, visible evidence of his feasting on my collarbone is unavoidable, and I don’t give a shit. Let the gossipy masses talk about the marks I know are going to be there. His lips and teeth and tongue feel so fucking good.

      Shifting position slightly, he grasps the front of my tank top with both hands and yanks it down, taking the cups of my plain black bra with it and creating a shelf of sorts. My ample tits spring free and sit perkily on it, framed by the thin straps of my shirt and bra. His eyes feast hungrily on my exposed flesh, and his strong hands follow, his calloused thumbs strumming my pink nipples into rock-hard pebbles. I’m unable to pull my gaze away from his face, entranced by the need and desire playing across his features while he watches himself play with my tits. When he bends his knees and lowers his head to suck one into his warm, wet mouth, I can’t help the moan that escapes my throat, and when he uses his teeth to tug on the hardened point, I have to press my back into the door to keep from collapsing.

      “Oh shit, Ty. Just like that. Use your teeth.”

      He chuckles darkly with his lips latched onto one nipple, and the other pinched between his fingertips, approaching the line between pleasure and pain but not crossing it. As he licks and rolls, bites and sucks, I’ve never been this turned on before.

      With a last teasing swipe of his tongue, the stud piercing it catching purposefully on each jutting peak, he stands up straight and tilts his gaze downward. I let my eyes follow the same path, passing over my exposed tits, down to my waist. With hitching breaths, I watch as his fingers find the waistband of my leggings and move beneath it to explore. He cups my pussy through my panties, and makes an appreciative sound low in his throat when he feels that they’re clinging wetly to my lips.

      “You’re soaked,” he states with a smirk.

      “You like to watch,” I state with an answering one.

      Rather than say anything else, he slides down my body to his knees and tugs my leggings and panties down until they’re around my ankles. Gripping my naked ass cheeks, he adjusts my stance so my pelvis is arched away from the door, then pushes my legs as far apart as my legging-bound ankles will allow. His thumbs trail across the front of my hip bones until they find their way between the lips of my smooth, bare pussy, and spread them wide to expose the hard bud within.

      “So do you.” He locks his gaze with mine as I stare down at him, watching while his tongue snakes out and starts to flick slowly against my clit. I can feel his piercing when he takes long, smooth licks, and watching everything he’s doing while he watches me is mind-blowing. My hands find their way to my tits, and I pinch and roll my own nipples, which makes his eyes darken and his tongue move faster.

      I’m not a virgin by any means, but I’ve never seen or felt anything as dirty, sexy, or hot as Ty eating my pussy like this.

      “Oh God,” I’m nearly in tears, “that feels incredible.” I let my head fall back, and suddenly his mouth is gone, hovering inches from where I desperately need it to be.

      “Uh-uh, rich girl. The rule is, if you want me to lick your pretty cunt, you’re going to watch while I do it. I want to see your face when I make you come.” His words alone are nearly enough to make me do just that, but I dutifully lower my head and meet his eyes. “Good girl.” He leans forward and starts licking me again, alternating between lapping the flat of his tongue against my clit and sucking it between his lips. Only this time, he also slips two fingers deep inside me, pumping rhythmically against some secret spot that makes me think I might lose my mind if he doesn’t stop.

      Or if he does.

      “Ty, what is tha—” The sensation building at lightning speed within me steals my breath and my words, and I have no control over the way my hips are grinding against him.

      “Mmmmmm,” he murmurs. “That’s it. Fuck my face, Hali. I want you to come in my mouth.” Ty’s words are muffled, but I hear them, and I couldn’t stuff the genie back in the bottle now even if I wanted to. The intense wave of pleasure he’s been building in me peaks in a way I’ve never experienced, and I’m surprised by a gush of wetness between my legs right after he pulls his fingers out.

      Oh my God, did I just piss myself? What has he done to me?

      The embarrassment has me squirming to get away, but he holds me in an iron grip and grins wickedly when he lifts his head.

      “First time for that, huh?” Like he can read my mind, he answers my unasked question. “You didn’t piss yourself. You came so hard you squirted. And I’m going to make you do it again.”

      Instead of immediately beginning the rapid downward slide like I’m used to, I’ve been hovering and feeling like I need more. As soon as his fingers slip back inside me, finding that deep, gloriously sensitive spot, and he starts tonguing my clit again, I’m lost. The climb is quick, but this orgasm holds right at the peak for an extended period, and I can’t stop coming. Wave after wave crashes through me, bringing that insane wetness with them, all while I’m trying not to scream with pleasure or pass out.

      This time, Ty’s mouth doesn’t leave my pussy until the last shudder ripples through me, and he’s licked me clean. Only then does he stand up, his eyes smoldering as he wipes his smirking lips and dripping chin with one hand and reaches into the back pocket of his jeans with the other.

      “I’ve been carrying this around since you got here, just waiting for the chance to use it.” He sticks the condom wrapper between his teeth and undoes his pants, reaching in to free his long, thick, and fully hard cock. His fingers that so expertly play everything from my body to his guitar stroke his shaft a few times, and a glint of precum shimmers on the head. Tearing open the package, he drops the empty wrapper to the floor before rolling the condom on. Those same fabulous fucking fingers reach down and spread my lips open again, allowing him to rub his cock slowly back and forth against my wetness.

      “I wanted to fuck you so badly, right there in front of the flour and sugar,” he whispers with a snicker against my neck while continuing to tease me.

      “You told me my pussy wasn’t up to par, asshole,” I snarl and turn my head to nip at his earlobe.

      “I lied.” He thrusts his hips forward and buries himself to the hilt. I gasp at the size of him, but it quickly becomes a moan as my muscles relax, and I begin to enjoy the feeling of incredible fullness.

      “You ready for this, rich girl?” he asks, locking eyes with me.

      “Fuck me, Ty,” I beg, and that’s all the answer he needs.

      Pulling almost all the way out, he drives back in, hard and fast, over and over. His cock fills me completely, and each time he pounds into me, it feels like he’s going deeper. In this position, standing with my back pressed against the front door and unable to spread my legs fully, his shaft rubs against my clit with each thrust, and the friction is amazing. When the tip of his cock hits the same spot he found with his fingers earlier, my pussy clenches hard in warning. He grips my chin with one hand, making it impossible for me to look away, while his other finds a still rock-hard nipple and starts tweaking it between his fingers.

      The sensations firing through every inch of me are too much, and the orgasm hits me like a tsunami. He seals his lips to mine, swallowing the scream of ecstasy I’m unable to hold back this time. While he’s kissing me, I feel his cock start to throb heavily deep inside my cunt as he finds his own release, coming as hard as I did and ravaging my mouth while he does.

      When we’re both spent, he pulls back just a bit to look at me questioningly, our panting breaths mingling and our bodies still joined.

      I’m wrung out. Drained. Exhausted. And I feel the best I’ve ever felt in my entire life. That was more than sex—it was therapeutic, it was connection, it was incredible. Sweaty, with my tits out, my pants down, and my hair glued to my neck, I gift him a languid, satiated smile. He tilts his head down to rest his forehead against mine before he speaks.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion the whole one-off thing just went out the window.”
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      Ty pulls out and plants a quick kiss on my lips before heading to the bathroom to dispose of the condom. Stunned by what just happened, it takes a second to get my brain in gear and another to be sure I can move away from the support of the door and not melt into a puddle. Confident my legs will hold me, I kick off my shoes, pull one foot at a time out of my leggings, and strip my soaked panties off, putting my leggings back on without them. They’re not the driest things in the world either, but I’m not leaving here bottomless, so they’ll have to do. Ty returns just as I’m tucking my tits back in and rejiggering my tank top and bra with one hand while my black panties dangle from the other.

      “I like a girl who isn’t afraid of going commando,” he says with an appreciative, and just a little bit evil, grin. Before I can stop him, he snags the underwear from my hand, bunching it up and shoving it in his pocket.

      “Seriously? Give them back, Ty; they’re dirty.” I fist my hands on my hips and glare at him.

      “No way, rich girl. You snooze, you lose.”

      “Stop fucking calling me rich girl. You probably have more money than my family does, what with you being Mr. Fancy Rock Star and all. Also, there was no snoozing. I just took the damn things off, and then you grabbed them.”

      My words have zero effect other than to deepen his grin and make him pull my panties out and start twirling them around his index finger. I was previously sitting at about a seven on the mortification scale, but that move has me climbing to a forty-three.

      “Are you trying to kill me, Ty? Because if you are, there are quicker ways than embarrassing me to death.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I feel the blush heating my cheeks.

      “You want your underwear back, Hellion, come get it.” And like a ten-year-old playing keep-away, he takes off through the living room and down the hall.

      “Really? That’s what you’re going with? ‘Hellion’?”

      I’ve been called way worse.

      Rolling my eyes when he doesn’t respond, I resist the urge to follow him for a full minute and a half. My bare foot taps out a nervous rhythm while I wait for him to come back. It becomes pretty clear he’ll wait me out, though, so I finally cave and trudge slowly after him. When I find him, he’s already taken matters into his own hands.

      Literally.

      Leaning back against the headboard, he’s lounging on his bed with his shirt still open, and jeans and boxer briefs pushed down his thighs. Stroking his dick slowly with one hand and holding my damp panties in the other, he’s sexy as fuck. There’s something about a confident man, one who’s comfortable in his own skin, that ratchets up the sex appeal.

      The way the tattoos visible on his forearm undulate slightly with each movement.

      The slight, sexy smirk curving that full bottom lip.

      Those gorgeous smoky gray eyes that are dark with both challenge and need.

      The wood floor is cool against the soles of my feet as I walk to the end of the bed. When my knees bump the edge of the mattress, I let myself fall forward onto all fours and prowl my way up his body. The curtain of my long hair falls over one shoulder, and the ends tickle his naked thigh, raising goosebumps along the tanned skin.

      Maintaining eye contact, I use the flat of my tongue to softly lick from the base of his cock to the tip in one long swipe. He twitches, and when I lick my lips slowly and oh-so deliberately, he thrusts reflexively.

      “Looking for somewhere to put that?”

      He nods.

      “Aching for me to wrap my soft lips around your thick, hard cock and suck until you come down my throat?” I’ve never spoken to anybody like this before, but Ty makes me want to be dirty, and judging by the sparkle in his eyes and the sin in his smirk, he’s more than okay with it.

      “Yes, please,” he growls, and I grin back at him. He drops my underwear on the bed and uses that hand to twist through my hair. With the other, he guides his dick between my parted lips. I replace his hand with mine, pumping slowly and rhythmically while my tongue swirls and licks. His breathing is ragged, thick with low groans and softly spoken dirty words that ensure my pussy is wet from his pleasure alone. Driven to make this as incredible for him as possible, I take his length in as far as I can. When I feel the smooth head bump against the back of my throat, I swallow around him, creating intense suction and pulling him in just a bit further.

      “Holy fuck,” he pants in shock, “what the hell was that, and can you do it again?”

      The surprise and jolt of the added pleasure raise his voice by at least an octave, and I try to stifle my response, but it’s impossible. The laugh damn near chokes me, and I’m forced to pull away. The idea of death by dick just makes me laugh harder, and I topple to the side, like a bridge falling over. Ty untangles his fingers from my hair, and I look up at him sheepishly but still unable to stop. I expected him to be like any other guy I’ve ever been with, angry at the whole ‘blowie interruptus’ thing and ready to either bail or try to teach me a lesson. Instead, he’s watching my uncontrolled laughter with a raised eyebrow.

      “I’m sorry,” I manage to get out once I can breathe.

      “Glad you find my dick so hilarious.” He’s trying to sound pissed off, but the twitches at the corners of his mouth give him away. I roll onto my back, knees bent, and throw one arm over my head, keeping the other at my side. Smiling at the ceiling, I wonder when the shift happened. The one that took me from beaten down, controlled, viciously unhappy mean girl to this version.

      The bed shifts, and Ty lifts his hips, tugging his boxers and jeans back into place, but leaving them undone. I can hear his reasoning in my head like he whispered it in my ear—just in case—and it widens my smile.

      “What are you grinning about?” The bed dips again, and Ty scooches down to lay with his head next to mine, examining the ceiling above us. “Is this like staring at the clouds looking for shapes? Because if it is, we’re gonna be here a while with this flat white paint.” He surprises me again; past experience says this is when he’ll tell me he has to feed his non-existent dog or wash his hair. Any stupid bullshit excuse to get me to leave. But I feel him settle in beside me, the spot between us where our arms touch warm and tingly, both exhilarating and calming.

      We stay like that for a few minutes, staring at the blank white space above, each of us painting it with our own hopes and fears.

      “I don’t want to go home.” The words leave my lips before I realize I’ve said anything. “I hate myself there. I hate what he did to me, and I hate what I did to everybody else. Going home means going back to that person because nobody will ever believe I can change. I’m stuck in this skin.”

      Ty doesn’t say a word. But his hand takes mine where they both rest on the bed between us. He threads our fingers together, and for the first time in my life, I feel like somebody’s just listening. That maybe for once, nobody’s judging me by my past.

      We’ve been lost in our own world this afternoon, but time rudely reminds us of its march forward with the sounds of people on the paths outside. The window in here is still open, and under the jeers and laughter, the rustle of paper grocery bags and the crunch of gravel underfoot increase in volume.

      “Shuttle’s back,” Ty says softly.

      “Oh shit, Vann!” I jump off the bed, letting go of his hand and scrabbling for my panties. He doesn’t get up, just reaches a beautifully tattooed arm out and snatches them before I can, stuffing them under his ass. I come this close to stomping my foot but resist the urge and plant my hands on my hips instead. “Gimme.”

      “Nope. I’m keeping these as a reminder.” The words are said with his usual snark and humor, but something I haven’t heard from him colors their underside. I’m about to ask him about it when I hear the faint sound of a window sliding open and look up. Staring at me wide-eyed from the window above my bed next door, while I’m framed by the window above Ty’s, is my bunkmate. We do the whole deer-in-headlights thing at each other until Ty, curious about my statue impression, sits up and twists to face my cabin. He waves at Vann with a grin, and I swear, if her eyes get any wider, they’re going to fall right out and roll across the floor like runaway grapes.

      I turn and bolt, jamming my feet into my shoes.

      “Later, Hellion. I’ll be thinking about you,” Ty calls from down the hall, laughing, and even in my frazzled state, I know he’s going to finish what we started. The memory of him jerking off earlier is permanently etched in my brain and flushes my cheeks pink as I run out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Stop looking at me like that,” I scold. Thinking that helping put the groceries away might earn me some privacy points was way off base. Since I barreled through the door, it’s been mostly me putting things away while Vann stares at me with a mix of awe, surprise, and humor.

      “You were just in Ty McInnis’ cabin. In his bedroom.”

      “Yes.”

      “Huh. All afternoon?”

      “All afternoon.”

      She goes quiet, but it only lasts long enough for her to put three cans on a shelf before she’s at it again.

      “Were you naked?” This one she asks with a big smile on her face, so I throw a loaf of bread at her but don’t answer. “Oh, that’s a big ten-four on the nakey,” she laughs and drops the bread on the counter in favor of clapping her hands with glee.

      “Why do you care anyway?” I snap, and her face drops. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to be a bitch, I swear. I’m honestly surprised you want to know what happened.” She accepts my apology and looks at me like I’m nuts.

      “How can I not want to know? You’re my friend, so I’d be asking even if it was some random Joe Blow down the street. But, girl,” she grabs my arms and physically shakes me. “Tyler. Draven. McInnis. You were naked with an honest to God rock star. One that women all over the world would shank you just to stand next to.”

      “That’s better than their usual reasons for wanting to shank me, I guess.”

      “No.” She slams a jar of peanut butter on the counter, making me jump. “You need to stop with the self-pity. Right now.”

      “Self-pity?” I snort, looking at her like she’s lost her damn mind. “Have you met me? I’ve got no pity for anybody, least of all myself.”

      “That’s horse shit, and you know it.” She whirls on me, her petite frame seeming much taller in her anger, with her pointer finger jabbing the air in my direction for punctuation. “Every time you make some snide, off the cuff remark about people thinking you’re shit. Every time you make a comment like you just did about people wanting to shank you. Self-pity. You may not see it that way, but I do. And. Every. Time. It. Happens. He. Wins.” Her last statement is accompanied by seven staccato finger jabs, one for each word. “Be better, Hali. Be better than he was, and better than he ever wanted or allowed you to be. Be the girl I’ve seen—the one I know you really are.”

      I don’t know if it's Vann’s swearing, the finger jabbing, or simply the fact that somebody actually believes in me, but I burst into tears. Me, who stopped crying in front of anyone ever, because my stupid fucking father would always use it against me when I was younger. Fodder for his sadistic punishments, reasoning for the marks he’d leave behind on my skin.

      If I’d zipped off my skin like a cheap jumpsuit, I don’t think Vann would have been more shocked.

      You and me both, girl.

      A sobbing, snotty, blubbering mess, I drop to my knees on the kitchen floor and bawl.

      “Oh crap. Oh, Hali. I’m sorry. Please don’t cry.” She squats down in front of me and I can’t speak, so she just wraps her arms around me and holds on tight. We ride out the worst of the tears together, and when I’ve switched from gut-wrenching sobs to aftermath hiccups, she pulls me up and over to the living room couch. Once I’m settled, Vann grabs a box of tissues, Diet Coke, a bag of salt and vinegar chips, and what has to be three pounds of chocolate. Depositing it all on the low coffee table, she disappears to the bedroom and returns with both comforters. One she tosses over me, and the other she wraps around herself before dropping onto the end of the couch and pulling her legs up.

      “Okay, go. Give it to me straight, lay it all out there.” She waits patiently, munching on chocolate-covered raisins until I finally find the words.

      We sit there for hours, and I tell her the story of a girl who was raised in hell, groomed to bring nothing but pain and fear to everybody around her. A girl who grew up without friends, without kindness, and without a hope of escape—until the day her father died.

      Until this place.

      While we talk, and the shadows grow long, she tells me her story too. The threads that had started to appear between us multiply and weave themselves through our words into a bond of friendship neither one of us will ever forget.
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      My head may hurt from crying buckets of tears, and I’m pretty sure I’ve now proven the existence of junk food hangovers, but when my eyes flutter open long before my alarm goes off, I’m happy. Not the exuberant, jumping up and down, brief spurt of good news happy, but the deep, quiet, feel it in my bones kind.

      The kind I was a hundred percent sure would never be mine in this lifetime.

      Since, for once, I’m up earlier than my bunkmate, I tiptoe out to the kitchen and brew our morning coffee the way she taught me, adding a pinch of cinnamon to the grounds. Being that this is my first solo mission, I’d really like to not screw it up. Prior to this, my entire hot drink repertoire consisted of being a snotty bitch when going through the drive-thru at Starbucks.

      “Oh my God, did you make coffee?” With a squeal, Vann does a Risky Business slide across the polished wood living room floor, nearly falling on her ass. She’s all fluttery and preening like a proud mama bird after I hand her a mug to taste. “Ooooooooh, you did good—this is perfect.” I hide my pleased grin in my own mug, weirdly proud of being able to accomplish such a basic task on my own.

      We’re just getting ready to head up to the main building when my phone pings with a text message from Mari. Her request to see me for an individual session after group this morning dampens my mood slightly. Of everything here at The Outlook, the one-on-ones are the part I dislike the most.

      On top of that, my nerves are starting to bother me more than I expected. After what happened between Ty and me yesterday, I’m not sure what seeing him across the circle from me is going to be like. I know it’s just a casual sex thing, but what does that mean exactly? Sit on opposite sides and pretend nothing’s changed?

      Why is this even bothering me? The only sex I’ve ever had has been casual or less. I’m used to how this works.

      Vann seems to sense my nervousness, and tries to make me laugh with an overdone hip-check and a ridiculous face as we leave our cabin. My smile is shaky to start with, and the closer we get to Ty’s cabin, the worse it gets.

      Walking past his door, I’m doing my best to not think about what happened on the other side, when it swings open, and there he is. Hair still shower damp, wearing dark jeans, a fitted, long sleeve black Henley, and the most unexpectedly uncertain smile. Like he’s been wondering what my reaction would be today, as much as I was anxious about his.

      Vann puts the brakes on and stands in the middle of the path, looking back and forth between him and me, a big, goofy grin on her pretty face. Unable to stop my groan at how obvious she is, I roll my eyes and offer Ty an apologetic wince. His half-smile blossoms into a full-fledged grin, and the butterflies in my stomach take a few fluttering laps.

      Stop it. It was just sex. Really, really, mind-blowing sex, but nothing more than that.

      He joins the two of us and we walk the rest of the way together. Though she’s making every attempt to be calm, I can tell Vann is internally flipping out about being this close to an actual famous person. Ty answers her questions with an easy charm, and I’m happy for her chatter because it helps hide the butterflies that feel like they’re turning into bats.

      The two twits have saved Ty a seat between them in the circle when we walk in. Not surprisingly, his ignoring them to sit beside me causes their initial shocked expressions to twist into matching ugly sneers.

      Trust me, bitches, nobody is more shocked than I am. I’m just better at this game than you are, and you’ll never be able to tell my pulse just took off like a greyhound after a rabbit.

      “Slumming, McInnis?” Erissa, the redhead, snipes. Sabrina, the bottle-blonde, tosses her hair and sticks her tits out, giving them a little shake.

      “Yeah, Ty. Why don’t you come back over here where you belong? You know we’ll make it worth your while.”

      No actual words leave his lips, but the bark of laughter that does bites worse than anything he could’ve said. I opt for my usual ‘fuck off’ grin and pray they back off. The proximity of Ty’s thigh to mine is messing with my mean girl mojo, stirring up the memory of him on his bed yesterday. But no such luck. Off my game or not, shit’s going down. Seeing that Ty won’t take their bait, they shift targets.

      “We know all about Harriet, don’t we, Sabrina?” Erissa snickers and Ty leans a little closer to me.

      “Harriet?” He teases quietly.

      “Yes, Hali is short for Harriet. Call me that ever, and you’ll face a painful, unnatural death,” I warn him through gritted teeth, and feel his chuckle vibrate through the leg touching mine.

      How the fuck did they find out, though? There is literally nothing public with that name on it.

      “Daddy was a rapist and probably worse, and Mommy lost her mind along the way. Harriet was a nasty girl back in that creepy little town. You’ve done some things that even made us cringe, right?” Sabrina looks to Erissa for confirmation before continuing. “All the twisted shit Daddy did to you messed you up bad. We’re disappointed, Ty. Thought you had higher standards than a worn-out, daddy-fucked pussy.”

      Christ, these bitches read my file! There is no way they’d be saying any of this if they didn’t—they’re not creative enough to have thought of it on their own.

      Livid doesn’t begin to describe how I feel right now, and neither does mortified. I can’t decide which I want more—to feed the two stupid girls their own teeth or for the floor to open up and swallow me whole. Before I have a chance to choose, Vann pipes up.

      “Boy, you two really are as dumb as you look. Do you realize you pretty much just admitted to a room full of people that you read another guest’s confidential files? I mean, that’s the only way you could have any of the information you claim to, right?” She shakes her head. “And what the hell is it with you guys and your fascination with dads? For how often you bring other people’s up, if anybody’s been doing weird shit with their daddies, my vote is for you two creeps.”

      Silence. Complete and utter pin-drop silence.

      Then everybody in the room who isn’t Erissa or Sabrina bursts out laughing, and it’s all directed at them. They turn every shade possible between milk-white and fire engine red, while I look at my friend with a mix of shock and pride.

      “Well played,” I say softly. She just smiles shyly and shrugs one shoulder. Never mind the fact that she stood up for me; she just totally clapped back at the girls that have been bullying her for a while. It impresses the hell out of me, and I can tell it tickles her too.

      Mari chooses that moment to join us, and I wonder if she heard any of that. If she did, she doesn’t let on, and group proceeds pretty much the same way it has every day since I got here.

      When we’re done, Erissa and Sabrina slink out before anybody else, cutting threatening looks at Vann on their way. Discreetly, I ask Ty if he can walk her back to our cabin on the off chance the Stink Eyes get brave and try to cause more shit.

      I watch them leave, Vann animatedly answering a question Ty just asked her. Squaring my shoulders, I saunter down the hall to Mari’s office to face whatever inner darkness she decides to dig up today.
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      By the time the hour with Mari is done, all my happy from earlier is stained with bruises and bloody fingerprints. I’m so lost in my own head, it takes Ty grabbing my arm outside his cabin to get me to stop walking blindly.

      “Hey, I called your name like four times. Don’t make me use your other one,” he teases. But when I turn to face him, all teasing stops. “Oh baby, come here.” Right there in the open, he wraps his arms around me and pulls me to him. I resist at first, shoving ineffectually against his chest, but he just holds me tighter, one arm around my lower back and the other around my shoulders. “You can stop struggling now, Hellion. I’ve got you, and I’m not letting go.”

      His words, and the emotion behind them, split me open. I bury my face in his chest and my hands fist the front of his shirt, my mouth opening in a scream ripped from the depths of childhood terror. The dark fabric absorbs some of the sound, but enough escapes that Vann comes running out of our cabin.

      “Hali?” I hear her soft voice, thick with concern, but Ty answers for me as my body shakes with anguish.

      “She’s going to be alright, aren’t you, Hali? We’re going to talk for a bit, and then I’ll bring her home, okay?” His hold on me hasn’t loosened, and I’m grateful for it.

      “If you need me, just holler. I’ll be right next door.” Her hand smoothes lightly over my hair once. “Love you, Hals,” she whispers and leaves us alone.

      Crying hard enough to feel like I might turn inside out, I can’t navigate the path, so Ty sweeps my legs out from under me and carries me inside. Moving to the recliner in the living room, he sits down with me still in his arms and just holds on, resting his stubbled cheek against the softness of my hair.

      We stay like that, curled together in the big leather chair—for what could be minutes or hours—as horrors, long-forgotten, play out like a movie in my mind, and time ceases to exist. When Ty finally feels me shift slightly, he slides a gentle hand under my chin and tilts my face to his.

      “Tell me,” is all he says.

      So I do. I tell him about Catherine Bradleigh and about my mother. I tell him about the beatings I survived, the manipulation, the mental torture. Even the rapes—the first at the hands of my father when I was eleven, and the second a few years later as payment for a bad debt to one of his business partners.

      When I’m done, he doesn’t run, or laugh, or look at me with pity.

      “You know if he was still alive, I’d kill him, right?” he says so matter-of-factly that I actually almost believe he would’ve. “For everything he did to your mother, to that poor Catherine woman, and probably to countless others. But most of all, for every monstrous thing he did to you.”

      I lean forward and kiss his lips in thanks before untangling my limbs from his and getting to my feet. There’s a strange energy running through my body and I feel like I need movement to ease it, so I start pacing. Ty stays in his chair, legs splayed, fingers laced together behind his head, and tracks me with eyes darkened by anger at a dead man.

      “You know, over the years, my mind managed to bury some of the horrible things that happened, but there were still so many times I wished I’d never been born. He did that to me.” My fingers twist through my hair as I walk the central area of the cabin from end to end, back and forth. “All those things he whispered to me while he broke down the parts of me he found so distasteful—my curiosity, my empathy, my humanity. When I showed kindness to anything or anyone, he would use whatever was at hand to beat me bloody, but always in places nobody could see. There were so many times I had to sleep on my stomach for days because everything from my lower back to my knees was striped with oozing welts.”

      Ty’s jaw visibly tightens, and I know he’s clenching his teeth around the words he wants to say. He doesn’t tell me to stop, though. Maybe because he knows this part needs to be said too.

      “My mother did nothing to stop it when I was little, and as I got older, she became even more of a spineless dishrag. She was never physically violent, but she was also never mentally present, so I was left at the mercy of a madman with an agenda. For eighteen years, I was under the thumb of somebody who was supposed to love me and help me grow into a happy, healthy adult. Instead, he destroyed me. Broke my bones and my spirit. Made me think that nobody would ever love me. The cold, unfeeling, nasty side of myself he nurtured with his madness and violence allowed me to hide from the fact that I knew what I was doing was wrong—I always knew. But in order to survive, I had to play by his deranged rules, and adapt or die was the name of the game. I’m a hundred percent sure that if I hadn’t, he would have killed me. Beaten me to death in a blind rage.”

      I stop pacing and face Ty, watching the play of emotions across his features. Something there makes me think the risk I’m about to take is worth it. That my vulnerability is safe in his hands.

      “He made me this way, left me twisted and torn up, and I let him. I want so badly to be different, to be the me that’s been hidden inside for so long.” I let out a shuddering, nervous laugh. “I’m terrified. Without that shell he created, the mask I’ve worn all these years, I’m open to everything. Open to hurt, and pain, and crushing defeat because I let myself care. But I’m also open to love, and that’s the scariest thing of all.”
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      The words hang in the air between us. My heart is pounding so hard, I swear I can feel it knocking against my ribcage.

      Slowly.

      Carefully.

      Like I’m a frightened cat who’ll bolt at the slightest provocation.

      His arms lower, and he pushes himself to his feet.

      One step.

      Another.

      Keeping his eyes on mine the entire time.

      Until he’s standing toe to toe with me.

      He brings his hand to my face, cupping my cheek with a hesitancy I would never have expected from him. His palm is warm, and I turn my face into it ever so slightly. I feel the cool silver band glide against my chin as his thumb rubs across my lower lip.

      “Is this okay?” His voice is soft but filled with a sinful promise.

      “Yes, please,” I answer, mimicking his reply from yesterday.

      The hand on my cheek slides to the back of my head and he crushes his mouth to mine. His tongue parts the seam of my lips and delves into the warmth of my mouth, meeting mine in a heated dance. Twining and twisting around each other, the kiss deepens until my legs are trembling.

      Both of his hands grasp the front of my oversized plaid shirt and rip, his kiss swallowing my gasp as buttons scatter in every direction. Pushing the shirt from my shoulders and down my arms, his lips move to the spot on my collarbone that makes my toes curl.

      “I want you completely naked,” he demands, his breath warm against my skin as one hand snakes around my back and undoes the clasp of my bra. I lean forward slightly and shrug it off, a puddle of black lace on the floor at our feet.

      Hands around my waist, he easily lifts me onto the small kitchen island and pushes me down flat. The quartz countertop is cold against the bare skin of my back, but it does nothing to cool the heat between us. I fumble with the button on my jeans, and he takes over for me, pulling my pants and underwear off in one shot. The look on his face is pure lust when he grips my ankles and lifts them, kissing the inside of one calf as he places my bare feet on his shoulders.

      Now that I’m utterly naked and he’s still fully clothed, I start to feel like I’m at a disadvantage. That is until he grips my hips and slides my ass to the edge of the island. Dropping to his knees, my own fall naturally open to each side. My thighs tingle and tighten when he turns his face and teases the sensitive inner skin, first on one side and then the other. My toes grip his shirt as they brace and curl against the top of his shoulders. As good as it feels, that’s not where I want his mouth, and if he doesn’t lick me soon, I might go crazy.

      “Patience,” he snickers, like he can read my mind.

      “Fuck patience. I want your tongue on my pussy.”

      This guy makes me bold as hell.

      “If that’s what you want, you’ll have to give me a hand.”

      “A hand? What do—”

      Without changing position, he reaches for one of my hands currently braced against the countertop and slides it down the soft skin of my stomach.

      Picking up his meaning, I swallow my hesitation and slide two fingers into my wetness, spreading my lips apart and exposing my clit to him.

      With an appreciative rumble low in his throat, he lowers his head and laps long, smooth strokes from my opening to the top of my hardened bud, licking the tips of my fingers in the process. When he feels my hips straining to push harder against his mouth, his laps change to flicks and swirls, teasing my clit to insane levels of sensitivity.

      My breathing is rapid and shallow, and I know I’m getting close.

      So does he.

      “Uh-uh. You don’t get to come yet. This time you have to wait for me to catch up.” He stands, lowering my legs, and I make a move to sit up, but he pushes me back down with a gentle but firm hand on my sternum. He wags a finger at me and shoots me that devilish, dirty grin. Reaching a hand over his head, he grabs the back of his shirt and pulls it up and off. Rolling in into a ball and leaning over to tuck it gently under my head, he props me up. “You’re going to need this.”

      “Oh, am I?” I smirk. He doesn’t respond, just straightens up and undoes his belt and jeans, shoving them down and kicking them off.

      Holy hell, he’s not wearing any underwear, and damn. Damn. Am I drooling? I think I might be drooling.

      Standing in front of me totally naked, he’s gorgeous.

      Broad shoulders, intricate and beautiful tattoos covering each lean, muscular arm from shoulder to wrist.

      A well-defined torso that narrows to slim hips, the angle of the light playing deliciously off the ridge of each defined muscle.

      The thin trail of dark hair that leads to some pretty impressive manscaping and his thick, hard cock standing proud against the taut skin of his abdomen. I swear he gets even harder just from me devouring every inch of him with my gaze.

      Taking himself in his fist, he pumps the shaft a few times, a bead of moisture appearing at the tip and making my mouth water. He looks me straight in the eyes while continuing to smoothly stroke himself, and I know what he’s asking.

      “I’ve had an IUD for years. And I’m clean.”

      His eyes darken.

      “So am I. Do you trust me?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer without hesitation.

      He lunges for me, quickly sliding me off the island, only to spin me around and bend me over it. Reaching between my legs with one hand, he spreads my pussy wide and guides the head of his cock to my opening. Instead of driving in hard and fast like yesterday, this time, he slides in slow and deliberate until he’s buried to the hilt. He stays like that for a few seconds, both of us enjoying the sensation of skin on skin.

      Then he starts to move.

      Making small movements with his hips, the tip stimulates that magic spot deep inside my pussy, making me gasp. As soon as he hears that, he starts to fuck me slowly and thoroughly. With each stroke, my pleasure builds until I’m squirming and shoving back against him, meeting his every thrust. He changes the pace, thrusting faster but no less deep, and my legs start shaking in earnest.

      When he squeezes my cheeks and spreads them apart, I have no idea what he’s doing until I feel him press a finger against my ass, teasing the opening in small circles. The sensation is something I’ve never felt before and combined with the friction of his cock deep inside me, I’m racing for my peak faster than I ever have.

      “Ty, fuck, oh my God. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

      Instead, he speeds up, and I feel him start to throb inside me.

      “Come with me, Hellion, come all over my cock while I come inside your tight little cunt.” His words shove me right over the edge, sending me into free fall as the most powerful orgasm I’ve ever had rips through me. Ty arches over my back as he comes, and I press his discarded shirt to my mouth to muffle my shamefully loud moans.

      Panting, we stay like that for a few seconds, and he sweeps my hair aside, nipping the delicate skin on the back of my neck. A shiver of an aftershock ripples through me as he slides a hand under my stomach, lifting me to stand with my back against him.

      Spent, he gently pulls out, and I feel the wetness from both of us on my inner thighs. I turn to face him and he looks at me with something like awe.

      “Hali, you’re incredible.” Pulling me into his arms, he kisses me like a man should kiss a woman—deeply, erotically, adoringly.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” I tease when we come up for air. Planting a quick, smacking kiss on his lips, I look around for my clothes and remember my now buttonless shirt. “I was going to ask if you would mind me having a quick shower to, uh, clean up before I get dressed, but I don’t seem to have a shirt to put on,” I grin.

      “Go. I’ll grab you something of mine and meet you there.” He smacks my ass as I turn, making me laugh and run for the bathroom.

      The water is cool on my heated skin and it feels wonderful. I use some of Ty’s shampoo and wash my long hair, reveling in his scent.

      “Hey, gorgeous, there’s a shirt for you here on the counter. My agent just called. I need to talk to her for a quick sec, so save some hot water for me,” I hear him say over the noise of the shower.

      “Hurry up, it’s lonely in here,” I shout back and hear him chuckle as he leaves the room.

      I stay under the spray for another ten minutes or so, but when Ty doesn’t return, I decide to get out. Pruney and waterlogged isn’t a look I can rock. Using the towel hanging on the back of the door, I dry off and squeeze as much water from my hair as I can. My underwear must still be in the kitchen, so I pull on the faded black T-shirt bearing the Heroin Heartbreak logo, happy to find it’s long enough to cover my naked ass.

      Ty’s voice is raised but muffled, coming from the direction of his bedroom. I tiptoe to the kitchen and separate my panties and jeans, pulling each on separately. His conversation ends abruptly, and there’s a second of silence before I hear something smash.

      My stomach clenches, but I force myself down the hall.

      He’s sitting hunched over on his bed in nothing but black boxer briefs, his elbows on his knees, and his fingers looking like they’re trying to rip handfuls of hair out. A quick glance around shows me the noise I heard was his phone hitting the wall after he threw it across the room.

      “Ty?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      I cross to him and crouch down in front of his legs, putting my hands on the outsides of his thighs.

      “Ty, what happened?”

      “That was my agent.” His voice is choked, and he speaks to his knees.

      “Okay, so what’s wrong?” I ask.

      Taking a deep breath, he lifts his face to mine, and I see it swirling in his stormy eyes, chiseled into the set of his lips.

      “You’re leaving.” The words are heavy against my tongue.

      “I am,” he acknowledges haltingly. “My fucking agent booked Heroin Heartbreak three months’ worth of shows in Europe.”

      “When?” My voice is so soft, I’m not even sure he can hear me.

      “The tour starts in Germany in five days. The rest of the guys are already there; I fly out tomorrow.”

      That knocks the wind out of me, but I try not to let it show. I push myself to my feet and turn my back to him, busying myself with picking up the pieces of his phone. It’s strange to think that a week ago, the sound of his voice meant nothing to me, his lips were unfamiliar, and the place in my heart that is very slowly starting to heal was raw and empty.

      “I’ll miss you,” I whisper, my throat tight with a myriad of emotions. Being this vulnerable is scary as hell for anybody, I’m sure, but for me, it’s like stepping off a pier into empty space.

      There’s silence behind me. I place the smashed phone on the dresser and walk to the doorway, my stomach in knots.

      “You don’t have to, you know,” he says, his words making me turn to face him.

      “Pardon?”

      “You don’t have to miss me. There’s an alternative.”

      I don’t say anything; I just frown in confusion as he looks up at me from the bed, his expression a mixture of anger, frustration, and fear, all colored with an undercurrent of hope.

      “Come with me.”

      Okay, that was totally unexpected.

      “Like, to Europe? On tour? With the band?” I seem to be having a problem with words right now and can’t string more than three of them together at a time. My heart squeezes painfully, leaving behind a dull ache, while my emotions start short-circuiting. The split second of excitement I felt at his suggestion quickly turns to mind-numbing fear. Everything that my father ever whispered in my ear, all the promises that nobody would ever give a shit about me, that I was worthless, come rushing back. I don’t know how to process what this gorgeous, talented man in front of me is asking, or why he’s asking, or what’s happening. All I know is I’m not equipped to deal with this, and I’m bloody terrified. So I do the only thing I can.

      I burn it all to the ground.

      “Fuck you, Ty.”

      He looks like I just punched him in the junk, stunned and hurt. I spin on my heel and storm down the hall to leave.

      “Wait, what?” I hear him coming after me before he grabs my arm, turning me to face him. “I just asked you to come with me and you’re mad? What the fuck is the matter with you?”

      The laugh that bubbles unbidden from my throat is filled with acid and raw, naked pain, and I keep my focus trained on the trees swaying in the breeze outside the living room window.

      “Will you look at me for Christ’s sake?” he pleads. When I refuse to turn my head, he grips my chin in his warm fingers and forcibly tilts my face to his, but I keep my eyes to the side, still refusing to look at him. “What is going on with you? Hali, please look at me.” The pain in his voice finally makes me give in. I slide my gaze to his, and it’s as awful as I knew it would be. The moment his smoky gray meets my cobalt blue, his breath catches at whatever he sees reflected there. My heart breaks and my stomach rolls sickeningly. I have to force myself to not pull away, to not run and hide.

      No more hiding.

      “You don’t get to do this.” I force a chill into my words.

      “Do what? What am I doing? Please, enlighten me.” His voice is getting rougher as his frustration builds, flickers of anger biting around the edges.

      “You don’t get to feed me some bullshit Cinderella story. Make me believe that we can run off together and everything will magically be okay.” I swipe my hand across my eyes, trying to brush away the tears I’m only just barely holding back. “I’m fucking broken, Ty, damaged beyond repair. You don’t want me. Not really. What you want is somebody to save. You come bursting in and poke at all my scars, the wounds left behind from years of being treated like a mental and physical punching bag. You see them, all of them, and don’t care. They don’t scare you. Because you have scars too—deeper and wider than you’ve let me see, but I recognize them. And I can’t save you. I know if I go with you, you’ll regret asking me to come five minutes after we land, and you’ll end up hating me for not refusing in the first place.”

      Shock, anger, denial—all of them play across his features. But the ones that will stick with me forever, the ones permanently seared into my heart are pain, and love.

      And truth.

      “This was only ever supposed to be a quickie, casual thing, so I’ll keep it that way. For both our sakes.” I stand on my tiptoes and kiss him softly on the lips. “Goodbye, Ty.”

      I turn and run out of the cabin, racing for the privacy of the beach. The wind catches the tears I finally let fall, and the only person who ever truly saw me disappears into the distance.

    

  







            12

          

          

      

    

    






Three Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe my program here at The Overlook is done. It’s been hard work for me; I think it probably would have been regardless, but after Ty left, it was absolutely brutal for a while. There were dark nights and times I wanted to quit. But Mari stuck by me, pushing when I wanted nothing more than to stay stuck, and celebrating each success, no matter how small. She helped me see that I don’t have to be what my father tried to make me. That I’m more than merely a puppet of his creation.

      Dealing with some of the more awful things I’ve done was super difficult, but I’m slowly accepting that I can’t change the past, I can only move forward. I’m not who I used to be; I don’t think I ever really was. There’s still more work for me to do, but for the first time, I feel like a whole person—my own person.

      My mother actually flew out for a few days about two weeks ago. Mari thought having a couple of sessions with the two of us together would be helpful for me, and for our relationship. She was right. While there is still a shit-ton of baggage to sift through between us, I’ve forgiven my mother for not being able to save either one of us from my father. Whether or not she can forgive my past behavior remains to be seen, but I understand now that if she can’t, that’s on her, not on me.

      I miss Ty every day, but I know my decision was the right one. There was no way I could have left with him to fly halfway across the world on a whim. The idea of me as a groupie is a comical one. I still lick my cookies sometimes so I don’t have to share, and I would have had to share Ty with everybody from his bandmates to his fans. But still, sometimes I wonder ‘what if?’.

      Their tour started over two weeks ago, and one of the tabloid TV shows Vann is addicted to ran a feature on Heroin Heartbreak and the personal lives of the band members. She tried to change the channel when it came on, but I stopped her. Ty’s segment was the shortest, and the most barren of detail, even though he’s the lead singer. There was mention of a blonde supermodel as a possible date to some upcoming awards show, but not much else.

      When they ran a small clip of the band rehearsing for one of the German shows, I watched with my heart in my throat, greedy for a glimpse of him even though it hurt more than I ever thought it could. Everything that happened between us happened so incredibly fast, but for me, at least, every bit of it was real. And even though I had to let him go, I’ll always love Tyler Draven McInnis.

      Vann is the one who found me that day on the beach, drenched by tears and the spray coming off the water. I’d gone straight to the jetty, slipping and sliding over the rocks as the wind tried its damnedest to blow me off course. My hands were scraped and sore from all my scrabbling, but I had to see. When I got to the flat tabletop rock, I searched everywhere around it, but Ty’s secret stash of colored stones was gone. I’d hoped they’d still be there, a tangible reminder of him and something to have near me when things got too dark, too scary, too real.

      I asked her how she found me, and in quiet tones, she said that Ty told her. Asked her to come after me because I needed her. Then, my only friend climbed up and sat beside me on that flat rock for God knows how long. She didn’t say another word, just held tight to my hand while the wind tangled our hair and stole the sobs from my lips.

      Eventually, we made our way back to the cabin. Both of us were freezing cold, our teeth chattering and fingertips nearly blue. Vann turned on the gas fireplace and draped my comforter around me as I huddled miserably on the couch. She must have made gallons of tea that night, letting me tell her what parts I needed to and listening without judgment, and sometime during the night, we fell asleep in the living room curled up on opposite ends of the couch. I remember dreaming of Ty’s grit-on-silk voice singing a haunting tune of loss and regret and goodbye, and when I woke up the next morning, he was gone.

      Mari taps me gently on the arm, pulling me back to the present.

      “Are you ready to go?” she asks with a smile, the two of us standing in her office.

      “Probably not,” I laugh wryly, “but I know it’s time to go back. I don’t know if Folkestone can ever really be home again, but it’s a place to start. A huge part of me has always felt trapped there, but maybe things will be different now that I’m different. Vann has convinced me to make my way east to visit her soon, and who knows, maybe she’ll come to California one day, too.”

      “I’m proud of you, Hali. You’ve come a long way from the angry girl who arrived here four weeks ago.” She hugs me, and I squeeze her back tightly, grateful to her for never giving up on me.

      “Thank you so much, Mari. For everything.” I feel the prickle of tears and swipe a finger under each eye.

      “This place is always here for you, I’m always here for you, just a phone call away.” She busies herself with the information in front of her, clearing her throat of her own unshed tears. “Okay, you’re all packed? You’ve double-checked to make sure you have everything?”

      “My bags are at the front door,” I answer with a nod.

      “Your mother called with all of your flight information,” she hands me a printed sheet of paper. “Just take that to the counter, and they’ll get you checked in. The car she arranged is out front.”

      I fold the paper she handed me so that it’s small enough to fit in my back pocket, and tuck my phone in with it. I turn to leave, but she stops me.

      “There’s one more thing, Hali.” Crossing to the filing cabinets lining one wall, she opens a drawer and pulls out a tiny box and a sealed envelope. “These are for you.”

      “Uh, thank you?” I take them from her outstretched hands.

      “They aren’t from me. They’re from Ty,” she says, her mouth curving into a small smile.

      “From Ty?” Adrenaline and sadness flow through me at the mention of his name.

      “He came to see me the night before he left. He asked me for two things—the actual date your program would be complete and that I give these to you on that day.”

      I stammer another thanks and walk to the front door of the lodge on autopilot. The driver has already loaded my bags into the trunk, and stands waiting to open the rear passenger door of the Town Car. Mari gives me one last hug goodbye, and I climb into the backseat, clutching the box and the envelope in a death grip.

      As we pull out onto the road that will take us to the airport, I suck in a deep breath and decide to open the plain black box first. My fingers work the lid off, and the polished scarlet stone nestled inside makes me chuckle through the tears now spilling freely down my cheeks.

      This is the one I wanted, when I went looking that day. The one that will always remind me of him. Of course, he knew that. Because he knew me.

      Holding the stone tightly in one hand, I carefully open the envelope and pull out a single sheet of paper folded in thirds.

      
        
        Hellion,

        

        Happy Graduation Day! I’m so proud of you for seeing it through and doing what was right for you. You never needed saving—you had it in you to do it on your own all along.

        

        You were right when you said I have scars. One of the deepest, a parting gift from a long-ago girlfriend. She broke my heart. Smashed it into such tiny pieces that it took me forever to find them and put them back together. I swore I’d never let anybody get that close to me again, and I’ve been entirely successful at keeping that pledge to myself. Until I met you.

        

        But you were wrong when you said you couldn’t save me. You already have. There are no coincidences. Everything about the first verse of you and I happened exactly as it was supposed to. I hope the rest of our song does too.

        

        I’ve waited my whole life for you.

        

        Ty

        

      

      The words shimmer and blur, and I close my eyes against the tears. When I open them again, I realize there are letters and numbers written at the bottom of the page, next to today’s date. They look familiar somehow, but I can’t place them.

      They mean something, I know they do, but what?

      A thought strikes me, and I dig in my back pocket for the information my mother provided to Mari. The numbers and letters aren’t the same, but the pattern of them is.

      What the hell?

      The driver pulls up in front of the departure area and parks with his hazards on. I’m too anxious to wait for him to come around and open my door. Instead, I climb out on my own and meet him at the trunk.

      “Excuse me, is there any chance you might know what this means?” I hold Ty’s letter out, directing him with my finger to the line at the bottom.

      “It looks like flight information, miss. Those first letters are the airport code here at Paine Field.” He squints. “The second set looks like San Francisco, and the last ones maybe Heathrow.”

      “Heathrow? What’s a Heathrow?”

      “Not a what, miss,” he laughs, and I blush. “A where. London, England. This bit here,” he points to two letters followed by four numbers. “That looks like an Alaska Airlines flight number. Go inside and find the Alaska counter. They should be able to give you more information.”

      I thank him, tip him, and head into the terminal, nervously biting the inside of my lip as I roll my two suitcases behind me without them smashing into my ankles once.
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      This is my crossroads.

      Here I am, just a girl in an airport with two plane tickets.

      Turns out the driver was right. A ticket was purchased for Harriet Torsten, one-way, and it takes off in five hours. Leaving from here at Paine Field to Heathrow Airport in London, England, with a stopover in San Francisco.

      A quick Google search on my phone shows me that Heroin Heartbreak is in London for three shows, starting tonight.

      Oh, Ty, what have you done?

      I could go home to Folkestone like I’d planned, and work on building my relationship with my mother while trying to make some kind of peace with the people I’ve been so awful to over the years.

      Or I could fly thousands of miles away to a different country to meet up with a relative stranger who made me feel things I never thought were possible. Join Ty for the rest of the European leg of the tour and find out what the rest of our song sounds like.

      What the fuck do I do?

      As I’m standing there, debating which path is the right path, three texts ding through on my phone.

      The notifications show all of them are from Vann.

      Since she’d been at The Overlook for a week before I arrived, technically, her month was completed before mine. After speaking to Mari, though, she decided to stay for the extra week with me. Yesterday was her graduation day, and she flew home to Michigan last night.

      Everything about Vann seems so much lighter than when we first met. Or maybe it’s me that’s lighter. All I know is that after she clapped back at Erissa and Sabrina when she stood up for me, they stopped bothering her. She was more confident, less anxious, and happy.

      Flicking open my messaging app, I see her first text is a photo of her cuddling her cat, captioned ‘look who missed me’. The second one is an entire paragraph demanding that I come to visit her as soon as possible. The last text is only five words, but they mean everything to me.

      
        
        Love you, Hals. Thank you.

      

      

      Grinning down at her goofy face and her floofy cat, I feel in my heart which path is mine. I walk through the terminal and hand my ticketing information and my bags to the agent at the counter. Settling into my decision, I know it’s the right one, right now.

      The friendly honey-blonde smiles as she hands me my boarding pass, and I’m on my way.
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        I said no to Addler de Marco once, and he’s never let me forget it…

      

      

      

      Elena

      

      Addler de Marco. There's always been whispers about his family and the dark deals that made their fortune. I survived the rich boy nearly ruining my life but now, thanks to a careless mistake, I'm under his thumb. He's offering a no-saying-no deal that might save the future of the only father figure I've ever known.

      

      Addler 

      

      Elena Santos. She's lived in my memory for years. Meeting her again would have been perfect, except for the guilt that flashes across her features for the briefest second. Is she part of the underhanded activities my new company's been involved in?

      

      A twist of fate leaves her in trouble, willing to do anything to make things right. It’s the perfect opportunity for some payback.
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      Elena

      The first time I saw Addler de Marco walk into a room, I’d swear I heard panties dropping all around me. We were in high school then, but nothing much has changed.

      “He’s never been here,” Sage, a fellow contractor working for the oil and gas company, says flippantly. “We deal with Ezequiel, the ranch manager. He’s a piece of work,” she tacks on with a twist of her lips.

      Despite her constant dieting, she complains about how tight her security uniform fits. I think she really doesn’t care much for food, which boggles the mind. If there was anywhere to get a hot meal within the hour and twenty minutes’ drive from town to the ranch, I’d go there now. Instead, I take another bite of my ham sandwich on plain white bread and scroll through my phone, hoping Sage will drop the subject.

      “I’ve never met him,” she continues, stirring her soup absentmindedly. “But the waitresses at Tacoriendo ran to the glass door to check him out.”

      Like I said, nothing’s changed. Back then, every girl in class was drooling over the burly senior—except me.

      “But I saw him from a distance once.” She shrugs.

      Personally, I don’t mind not seeing Addler. Not in the least.

      “He’s tall,” she recounts dreamily.

      Six foot six. Still taller than me when he was sitting on the stool in chemistry lab and I was standing beside him. Me, the plain, fat nerd who’d done well without a lab partner, until he showed up, well after the school year started. The rumor was that he was kicked out of the private school he attended. Something to do with the dean’s wife.

      “Dark hair…”

      Jet black. The thick locks looking windblown without him doing a damn thing.

      Her cell beeps, signaling a message. “Green eyes, from what I hear,” she says, reaching for the phone.

      “Amber,” I correct. With green flecks. The opposite of the norm.

      “Oh.” She straightens in her seat, snapping out of her dreamy state. “Do you know him?”

      Oh damn. Too late, I realize my mistake, but there’s no way to take back the words. “I’m a local,” I remind her, hoping that’ll end the conversation. I don’t need Sage drilling me for more information.

      Like just about everyone else working for the company, she moved here following the oil boom in South Texas. Which means she knows about the ranch owners, but the de Marcos seldom venture into town. In fact, from what I hear, Addler prefers to spend his time in Houston now that they’ve opened the ranch to drilling.

      The private plane landing at the airstrip in Delta section, the ten thousand acres set aside for the family, was what started the conversation. As the coordinator for the security guards at the various gates around the ranch, Sage is notified of every move the owners make.

      “I wouldn’t exactly say I know him.” I take a huge bite of my sandwich and chew slowly.

      “What exactly would you say then?” she prods, refusing to take the hint.

      Damn. Why did I decide to come into the break room? The wooden paneling on the portable office building is the same, so it makes little difference where I sit.

      Despite the message on her phone, she waits as I try to squeeze out every last second before I have to swallow.

      The two-way radio beeps. “Front gate to Sage.”

      She blows out an annoyed breath and reaches for the clip at her waist. “Sage,” she replies. Her phone beeps again, drawing her attention. Her eyes go wide as she pulls the screen closer. “Holy shit.”

      “See my message? Thought I had a speeder coming in,” the guard says from the radio.

      She pushes out of her seat, stopping me mid-chew. “He’s here.”

      Mouth full, I scrunch my eyebrows and tip my chin up. “Who?” I manage from behind my hand.

      “But it’s the ranch owner,” the guard continues. “He’s heading up the front steps.”

      “The ranch owner,” she repeats with all the enthusiasm of a groupie.

      I force the food down my throat, but the mouthful seems to expand, nearly choking me on the way down. “What?”

      “Got it. Thanks.” She scrambles around the table and heads into the hall.

      I shove what’s left of the mangled bread and ham into the plastic grocery bag I used for lunch and follow suit. The boss would want to know the owner’s here.

      I peek into the conference room where Bill had been taking a call earlier, but it’s empty. Hustling across the worn linoleum, I open the door to his office, only to find it empty. His desk is a disaster, with crumpled receipts littering the top and a couple on the floor.

      Did he head out to the field? I go to the recent calls on my cell and press the button by his name. The line rings as the knowledge of the impending visit builds up inside me. Addler. Tall. Dark hair. Amber eyes burning so hot, they look gold. Damn it, Bill. Where the heck would he go and not tell me?

      He answers on the second ring. “Elena,” he says sharply. The rumble of the big tires on the work truck fills the void around him. He’s on the highway.

      “You left?” I ask, my stomach twisting into a knot.

      “It’s Isabela,” he explains in a tight voice.

      “Oh hell.” His wife of thirty years is in urgent need of a new kidney. If he’s rushing to town, this can’t be good. The sandwich could be a concrete slab in my stomach now. “Addler’s here.”

      “Shit.” The exasperation in his voice makes me wince. “He wasn’t supposed to be in until next week.”

      “What?”

      “I got a call from corporate before I left. Addler de Marco’s the new owner.”

      “Oh.” The room swims around me. The entire reason I’m here is to help Bill straighten out the books. Everyone’s been aware Kelly Oil & Gas was ready to sell, but I’m not sure anyone realized it would happen so quickly.

      “Corporate’s supposed to be down on Monday to tell everyone.”

      I nod, as if he could see me. “Your office is a mess.”

      “Yes...I didn’t have time to pick up. I’ve got something like thirty thousand in expenses I started to work on.” The stress in his voice makes my heart ache. “Can you bring them home, and I’ll swing by to pick them up as soon as I have a chance?”

      Damn it. This is like last month all over again. At least, this time he’s down to thirty. “Okay. Let me grab them.” I reach for the receipts, stacking them on each other.

      “He’ll want to see the cost on the open projects,” Bill warns. “I know it’s a holiday weekend—”

      These issues are the entire reason I’m here. When Isabela got sick, Bill concentrated on keeping the work going, but he didn’t realize the issue with the paperwork until it was too late. If Corporate did an audit, they’d quickly realize how bad this mess is and he could lose his job. I can’t let that happen. Bill’s the closest thing to a father I’ve ever known.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.” I try my best to sound as sure of myself as possible, because the thought of spending time alone with Addler makes my tummy twist. “You go take care of your family.”

      Footsteps sound on the portable building’s hollow floor, getting louder as the visitors approach. I shove invoices and balled-up pieces of paper into the plastic bag with the remnants of my lunch. Then I swoop down, pick up the two pieces on the floor, and cram them in along with the others before folding one plastic handle over the other. The big smiley face on the bag mocks me with Have a Nice Day.

      My gaze skims over the large wooden desk, satisfied that it’s at least presentable.

      “I managed t—” Bill adds.

      I press the button, ending the call. I hate to cut him off, but I’m out of time.

      “Oh,” Sage says from behind me. “Is he out?”

      “Yes.” I let the phone slide off my shoulder, catching it against my breast as I turn. Sage stands there expectantly, eyes dancing.

      My gaze shifts behind her to the man who’s taller than the doorway. Addler de Marco, the jerk who ruined my life.
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      Addler

      Elena Santos, the woman who’s haunted my dreams, whirls around. Her big doe eyes look straight into mine, her gaze latching on with an air of recognition. Meeting her again, after all these years, would have been perfect, except for the guilt that flashes across her features for the briefest second. Interesting.

      She retrieves the cell she has pressed against her chest and shoves it into a pocket at the back of her dark jeans. The movement stretches her top against her generous breasts, offering an enticing view.

      My gaze lingers along the buttons on her pullover as I’m bombarded by similar images from long ago. A younger version—flowered tops, a lacey strip across her shoulders. The perfect little beauty mark I discovered at the center of her cleavage when she stood close to me. Or my favorite memory, her getting caught in the rain. That fucking T-shirt gave me a massive boner when she walked into chemistry class.

      By the time I venture up to her face again, the guilt’s been replaced by annoyance. A grin stretches across my lips. Seems she hasn’t changed. “Elena.”

      I’m not the type to pretend I didn’t know she was onsite. I make sure to find out everything happening on my property. What I do with the knowledge depends on what’s going on at the time.

      “Addler,” she replies in a clipped tone.

      “I didn’t realize he stepped out,” security says with a nervous edge.

      “You lost Bill?” I taunt, knowing prey when I see it.

      “I…uh.” Her face goes bright red as she swallows hard.

      “He had an emergency,” Elena comes to her rescue, effectively ruining my fun.

      “I’ll leave you two, then.” Security beats a hasty retreat down the hall without giving me a second look.

      I turn back to Elena, my steps claiming every inch of space between us. “I’m sure you must feel safe with her around.”

      “She’s not a guard,” Elena says, defensively. “More of an admin. She keeps tabs on who comes in and out, along with work hours for monthly reporting to the state.”

      Of course, she would know all the details of the job. “And you?” I ask, amused at her need to come to the rescue.

      Her demeanor shifts. My sadistic side is eager to pounce, and, since it’s her, to play. What is she up to?

      “I’m only here for a few weeks”—she pauses—“keeping track of Bill’s projects.”

      That fraction of a second is enough to seal her fate. The time she’s been here doesn’t matter. I know the exact hour she arrived on my property. The reason she’s here is what’s important. What is Bill doing that she needs to track?

      “Why?” I ask, point-blank.

      Her chin goes up. “As you know, the company’s up for sale.”

      I take a few steps forward. She stands her ground, but the corner of her lips tightens the slightest bit. Only enough for someone who’s watched those lips for endless hours to notice. “You know the sale’s final.”

      She nods, her hand tightening enough on the bag she’s holding to make it rustle. “Yes. Bill just told me.”

      I’d intended to talk to Bill so he isn’t blindsided. Derrick Stockton, one of my few friends, filled me in. Something going on within Kelley Oil & Gas, the company drilling on the ranch. I’m here to find out if they’re fucking around on my property. The last thing I expected was to find out Bill’s involved. But the way Elena’s acting, I’m wondering if there’s something going on I should know about. It’s one thing for them to be skimming. It’s another for them to be skimming from me.

      “Then you can show me what you have so far.”

      She swallows, giving herself an extra second or two. “Yes, of course.”

      It’s too good a chance to let it pass. “Well, what a surprise. You do know how to say something other than no.”

      She tightens her lips, and her gaze takes on a sharp edge. “Where would you like to start?”
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      Elena

      Hours later, I’m juggling a bag of takeout and a drink, along with everything else as I push open the front door to my childhood home. The small two bedroom whose rental fee skyrocketed with the oilfield business is dark. Like most single women in town, Mom ended up with an oil field boyfriend. Thankfully, she spends her nights at his place because that’s a little more than I could handle.

      I close the door with one foot and lose the battle with the lid on the diet drink. “Damn.” I fumble with the flimsy cup, losing half the soda on the bag, my jeans, and one shoe. A perfect ending to a rotten day.

      Dropping my laptop, purse, and the bag with the receipts on the floor, I scramble through the house to the kitchen. I hoist the mess into the sink and manage to catch the damp bag on the dish rack, sending the hastily made, drive-thru burger to the floor.

      “Seriously!” Flipping on the light, I press my fingers to my eyes, and take a moment to breathe. Bright amber eyes fill my mind. You do know how to say something other than no. I open my eyes. Argh. That man. I curl my toes, trying to stifle the urge to stomp my foot and end up having diet soda squish between my toes.

      If I was in the city, I’d order delivery, but in a town the size of Nueces, Texas, not even Pizza Hut does that. With the influx of people, going to the only grocery store in town means standing in line for an hour at best. I just haven’t been up to it.

      I toe off my shoes and pad over to the pantry. The shelves confirm the limited options. I reach for a container of mac and cheese, popping it in the microwave while I clean up the mess. Yanking on the roll of paper towels brings a string of the perforated rectangles. “For heaven’s sake.” Snatching up the pieces, I toss the burger in the wastebasket and clean up the condiments smeared across the faded linoleum.

      Once the microwave beeps, I finish preparing the blue cup then open the fridge to find the last two bottles of hard apple cider. “At least something went right,” I mutter under my breath.

      With my haul firmly gripped, I head back to the living room and set the bottles on the coffee table before plopping down on the love seat. I put a forkful of mac and cheese in my mouth then reach for the laptop, bringing it out of sleep mode.

      Sitting with Addler was a test of my patience. Even though he took the chair across from me at the conference table, he was still too damn close. He chose to look over my head to the monitor behind me. Half the time, it felt like he was scrutinizing me instead of the numbers on the screen. I was lucky he let me choose where to start. I’m not sure how much he understands from the invoices or coding, but he asked enough questions to leave me concerned.

      With him stopping to inspect the invoices, I’m not sure we’ll get through everything before Monday. At least it gives me time to come home and finish reviewing costs and correcting codes on the rest of the projects in the evenings. Hopefully, I can stay several projects ahead of him.

      How these guys came up with their categories is beyond me. Everything’s in a jumble and the admin Bill fired didn’t bother to make corrections. I’m able to make changes, but there are some costs I don’t know how to handle. The description the vendor included doesn’t match my cheat sheet, so I need Bill to review. Will he be back? I pull my purse over to dig out my cell, checking to make sure I didn’t miss a call. I don’t want to bother him with this now. I’ll see what else I can add to the list and call him in the morning, before Addler shows up.

      Taking a drink from the cider, I settle in for a long night. Working on this little monitor is going to be brutal.
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      Elena

      A loud bang jolts me from the fog of sleep. Bleary-eyed, I jerk around to check the door.

      “I’m sorry, mija,” Mom apologizes as she struggles with the door, her hands full of dishes. The jingle of tags tells me she brought her pup. “Come on, Daisy. Get in.” The wind whooshes through, tossing her hair around. “Are you off today?”

      Am I off? The words sink in, and I come fully awake. “Oh damn.” With a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach, I reach for my cell. Seven o’clock. “No-no-no.” I should be at the office by now.

      “You overslept?” She unclips the leash on the curly haired Labradoodle.

      “Yes.” Daisy makes a beeline for me, trying her best to lick my face as I untangle myself from the laptop’s power cord. “Daisy, stop.”

      “I’m sure Bill will understand,” she says, dismissing my concern. “Daisy, no.”

      Although it’s a holiday weekend, the energy business runs twenty-four seven. Normally I could have worked from home since the office is technically closed, but I’m supposed to meet Addler. Something I’d rather not discuss with Mom. “I need to go.” I reach out to help her.

      “I’ve got this,” she says, tightening her hold on the dishes. “Go get ready.”

      “Thanks.” I head down the hall, pulling my blouse over my head. Seconds later, I’m gritting my teeth as the cold water hits me like a spray of needles.

      The door opens. “Elena, the fridge is empty,” the disappointed accusation comes from beside the shower curtain.

      Why haven’t I learned to lock the door? “I know, Mom.” I work shampoo into my hair. “I haven’t had a chance to go shopping.”

      “We’re going out of town, so I brought over some leftovers for you since we’ll be gone.”

      Relief courses through me. Hopefully, I’ll be able to stretch the food out a day or two before I need to go shopping. With the holiday, the store is probably more packed than usual. “Okay, Mom. Thank you.”

      “Lonny is taking me to San Antonio. He got a hotel room on the Riverwalk.”

      I can’t help but smile. She sounds giddy as a schoolgirl. “Mom, that’s great! You’ll have a lot of fun.”

      “I hope so. The storm isn’t...Daisy, no!” She lets out an exasperated breath. “She got into the trash.”

      I wince, turning to rinse the shampoo from my hair. “Ugh, I dropped my dinner last night and ended up throwing everything out. I’m sorry.”

      “Let me go get her. She’s heading to the doggy door with the bag.”

      “Okay. I’ll clean up once I’m done.” I squeeze a generous amount of body wash on my scrubby.

      “I’ve got it. We need to get going anyway.”

      “Have fun!”

      “I will. The hotel is pet friendly, so we’ll take Daisy with us since you’ll be working. We’ll be back Sunday night…” Her voice trails off as she goes down the hall.

      So, I’m on my own for the weekend. At least I won’t have to explain why I’m going into the office the next couple of days. I pull the towel off the bar, dry off then wrap it around myself to move to the bedroom.

      I’m tying the laces on my sneakers when my stomach rumbles. What can I expect? All I managed yesterday was half a sandwich and a cup of mac and cheese.

      I head straight to the fridge and pull up the foil on the first dish I see. Enchiladas. That’ll work. Hopefully, I’ll have a chance to take a few bites while Addler checks invoices. Setting the dish on the counter, I go to the pantry, intent on pulling a plastic grocery bag to use for my lunch. The wastebasket catches my attention. The napkins I threw out last night are still in the bag. Did she catch Daisy before she made a mess? No, she was heading out back with the bag.

      Curious, I lift a corner of the napkin to find the burger sitting there. What the heck? I pull a bag from the box in the pantry and whip it open. The smiley face jumps out at me, reminding me to have a nice day.

      Blood’s rushing in my ears. Oh no. Horrified, I drop the bag, dashing over to the living room. The spot next to the love seat is empty. “Oh God. Daisy, you didn’t…” Light-headed, I turn, bounding down the hall. The back door stops me in my tracks. I’m shaking, and try as I might, my boneless fingers can’t work the lock. “Argh!” Finally, I rush out into the howling wind.

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” My hair whips against my face. Leaves and bits of trash are flying everywhere. I pull the lid off the trash can only to have Styrofoam plates and a few scraps of paper fly in every direction. “Ahhh!” The lid clatters to the ground as I jump, reaching out in every direction to try catching anything within reach. I manage a corner of something only to have the wind tear away the rest. I push my hair back with one hand, reaching out with the other. “Noooooo!”

      I watch helplessly as the wind takes everything away. Tears burn the back of my eyes. I may have just cost Bill his job.
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      Addler

      The supply room offers up a stack of storage boxes. I grab one and a lid then head to Bill’s office. Images on one side of the flat cardboard show the directions on how to fold the flaps into a box. Fucking fantastic. Never expected to do origami at the office, but I’m determined to funnel legit cash flow when it comes to personal finance. I grimace at the shriek of cardboard against cardboard. With the box in hand, I go around the desk to Bill’s personal items.

      The old man’s been a staple in the area since before I was born. The sheriff’s patch sits in a frame at the corner of the bookshelf. Hell. I run my thumb along the fine wood, likely something he made himself.

      It’s my fault he doesn’t wear this anymore. One night, too much to drink, too much temper, and the memory of Elena’s tits. Where would I be now if not for him?

      My phone rings, pulling me from the memory. Maybe it’s Elena calling to say why the hell she isn’t here. But the screen flashes Derrick’s name. Disappointed, I press the button to answer. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” he replies through the static. “Sorry, we’re having a storm up here. Power’s out in North Houston, so I figured I’d check in before things get worse.”

      “We’re getting some of that here, too.” The wind wooshes through, slamming against the side of the mobile office to prove my point.

      “Did you go in after all?” he asks, knowing my plan to show up before the office handoff on Monday.

      “Yes. I spent yesterday afternoon going over invoices with Elena.” An image of her sitting across from me at the conference table pops into my head. There were a couple of times she was looking at me, and it wasn’t just waiting on me to review what she put on the screen. “We’re supposed to continue today and maybe through the weekend.”

      “Look at you, actually doing work.” He laughs.

      I’m not sure it’s actually the fact I was doing work or spending time with Elena…twisting the screws to make her uncomfortable. “I remember ending up getting stuck with you in a kitchen and doing dishes as your grandmother cracked the whip.”

      “Oh man, that’s the stuff of my nightmares, the day-to-day of my childhood.”

      “I spent time running a chuck wagon to my grandfather’s standards, so go shovel that shit somewhere else.” We laugh over the memory.

      “Did you find anything?” he asks.

      “Nothing so far. I checked the list of projects against what you gave me, and everything at this ranch is accounted for.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing,” he says thoughtfully.

      “You’re sure you have money missing?” I ask again.

      “Yes. The books don’t add up, but the billing codes changed, so I can’t follow the accounting.” He ends with a frustrated huff. “What makes it worse,” he continues, lowering his voice, “is that they made the changes at different times, so you check one area, it changes on a certain month. You pick up another, and it’s a different cut off. You have people who messed up codes along the way, or they moved and didn’t realize the new location was on a different timetable.”

      “Oh hell, who thought that up?” It makes sense to a certain point. They have a lot of people to train, so they go area by area, but that sounds crazy. You’d almost think they were purposely making things difficult.

      “Likely my brother, the all-knowing CEO,” he says in disgust.

      “Have you talked to him about your concerns?”

      “I tried, but apparently I should stay in my lane and leave the business side to him.”

      “Fuck.” When Derrick’s mother came forward to announce her long-time boss was his father, things fell apart. His half-brother was livid, and Derrick went from being part of the IT staff to being the owner’s newly claimed son. “I have Elena reviewing the invoices with me. Why don’t you try finding someone to do the same?”

      “Hmmm. I don’t have the de Marco name or the face that had droves of women in line to help you with homework and research and anything else you needed.”

      I laugh into the phone, but he’s not wrong. I coasted on a lot of support from the female population. Unfortunately, the one I wanted saw through my shit and called me out on it. “It’s not like that.”

      “You have an admin going in on a holiday and through the weekend, to help you review.” He gives an exaggerated sigh. “Don’t tell me, she’s looking at you longingly from her position on your lap.”

      “More like she looked ready to throw her mouse at me across the conference room table yesterday. And so far, she’s a no-show.” I check my watch and tick off the two-and-a-half-hour mark. “I actually had to call her boss to make sure she hadn’t stood me up.”

      “I like her already,” he cuts in. “Though I’m surprised our guy down there would put up with that kind of attitude.”

      “Nahhh. There’s history,” I admit begrudgingly.

      “Then she’s probably justified in wanting to throw something at you. I’m living proof you need to keep your personal life and work life separate, playboy.”

      “It’s not like that.” I could only wish. “We went to school together.”

      “Oh, then maybe I should go down there and meet her. Just the fact she’s Elena and not an admin is enough to pique my curiosity.”

      A dagger of jealousy slits my skin, digging itself under. While Derrick lives to ride me because of my looks, he’s pretending he doesn’t have his line of broken hearts. Smart, reasonably attractive, and successful, he’d tick off all the boxes for Elena.

      “Why don’t you put your energy into finding someone who can follow the coding.” Not one to pass up a chance to get a jab in, I add, “You should do okay. Nerds are in now.”

      “Asshole,” he replies in good fun. “But yeah, there’s someone who comes to mind.”

      Pounding on the front door catches my attention. “Gotta go, man. My girl’s here.”

      “Good luck with your girl,” he chuckles.

      I smash the button. Damn slip of the tongue. But yeah, I’m gonna need it.
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      Elena

      I pull away from the security gate, still chewing on my bottom lip. Maybe Bill has a list of the expenses on his credit card statement. I can try calling the vendors and asking for a copy of the receipts. I’m sure this isn’t the first time someone’s had this issue. But I don’t even know if all the charges are recent, or which are his and which are for the company? Thirty thousand dollars can be a lot of small expenses. The best I can hope for is that he has something on his calendar that tells me who he might have met with.

      The road dips, and the office building comes into view. There are only two vehicles in the parking lot. A little Ford used by one of the guys in the field and a big 4x4 truck I’ve never seen before. My stomach twists. It has to belong to Addler. The vehicle is as big and imposing as the man himself.

      I pull in beside his vehicle and turn off the engine. Am I ready for this? I don’t really have a choice now do I. Slowly, I reach across to unbuckle my seat belt before grabbing the backpack off the passenger seat and stepping out. The gravel crunches under my feet like an ominous echo until I take those last tentative steps up the half dozen stairs to the doorway. I stop, frowning at the black box next to the doorknob. The sensor normally picks up my phone and unlocks, but this morning it remains red. He didn’t change the code, did he? I reach for my back pocket only to find it empty. Damn it. My cell is sitting on the counter, next to the enchiladas I’d planned to have for lunch.

      Looking to the dark clouds in the distance, I let out an exasperated breath. With no other choice left, I pound on the door. If Addler’s sitting in the conference room, he may not hear me. A few seconds later, footsteps echo all the way to the small foyer. The ominous sound grows louder the closer he comes.

      Pushing open the door, he looks down his nose at me. “Morning,” he says dryly. Pivoting, he holds the door open to let me in.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, walking past him with barely a couple of inches between us. Awareness flashes inside me, the same chemical reaction I’d felt before, when we had to sit together in school. “I had originally planned on working from home, so I hadn’t set an alarm for this morning.” It’s the best I can come up with on short notice. And it isn’t far from the truth.

      “I suppose that’s better than you deciding not to come,” he says from behind me.

      I clench my teeth, refusing to rise to the bait. The one and only time I said no to Addler de Marco, and he’s never let me forget it.

      The hallway’s stuffy. With the office set to be closed for the holiday, the thermostat’s programmed at a higher temperature to be cost efficient. Unfortunately, I don’t have the pin code to change it.

      I veer into the conference room, setting my backpack on the table so I can plug in where I did yesterday. Although he follows me in, he keeps going out the other door. “Let me grab a laptop.”

      My heartbeat kicks up. I have a few precious seconds to snoop around Bill’s office. He might have his password written somewhere. But as I walk out to the hallway and take the few steps to Bill’s office, I come face-to-face with Addler.

      “Where are you going?” he asks, giving me a sharp look.

      Guilt washes through me as I grasp for something to say. Then my gaze lands on his hands, and the sheriff’s insignia sticker on the open laptop. “What are you doing?” I blurt out.

      “Grabbing a computer with a connection to the network. I’ll follow along with what you’re doing and learn how to research for myself so I don’t have to rely on my family name.”

      His gaze nails me in place as another statement from my past comes back to haunt me. But the self-absorbed rich boy was messing with my grade. While he didn’t have to worry about money, I needed to get a scholarship if I planned to go to college, and I didn’t mind telling him so.

      Before I can think of a comeback, I catch sight of the box sitting on Bill’s desk. Reality seeps into me as I turn back to Addler. “What’s going on?”

      His eyes shutter, and I can practically feel the floor fall out from the space between us. “I was going to wait until next week, but seeing as how you weren’t here, I started clearing out Bill’s office.”

      “You’re firing him?” My voice trembles. “You can’t,” I say, not letting him get a word in.

      His gaze bores through me. “You do realize I own the company.” He pauses for a second while the statement filters through my brain. “The decision on who works here is mine and mine alone.”

      “But…” I swallow hard. Memories of Bill, my father’s best friend, coming to our rescue time and time again over the years. How can I possibly let this happen?

      “I haven’t made any final decisions,” he says, relenting. “I have to see what I find in this review. Then I can make an informed decision.”

      The strain on my shoulders lets up the tiniest bit. There’s still a ray of hope. The coding can be updated or fixed, but that leaves Bill’s personal expenses. Thirty thousand dollars is a lot of money. To have any kind of chance, I need to get into that laptop and see if I can find anything to help fix the mess I made. If that means staying after Addler leaves or coming back later, I’ll do it.

      “Okay, I’m here to help in any way possible.” My stomach chooses that moment to remind me it’s sitting empty.

      “You rushed out since you were late and didn’t have a chance to eat.”

      “Yes,” I reply, dejected.

      He exhales loudly. “Well, I’m not going to wait two or three hours for you to get to town and back.” He closes the laptop and turns back to the desk.

      My heartbeat races. “I’m sorry.” I manage to add the proper amount of chagrin even though inside, I’m jumping for joy at the prospect of him leaving.

      He scoops up his keys and turns around, still holding the laptop. “Let’s go to the house.”

      The world comes to a skidding stop. “What?”

      “You need some food, and I’d like to get out of here before I roast.”

      “Uh…” The prospect of going to the ranch owner’s house, the de Marco home, isn’t anywhere in the plan. The flash of awareness, the chemistry that flares up between us sometimes, sets off all sorts of alarms inside me.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just say you’re here to help in any way possible.”

      Now, in a quick turn of events, I have to decide if I’m going to be alone with the man who had the whole town calling me a slut.
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      Addler

      We pull up to the house, a sprawling two-story Spanish-style home that’s served four generations of de Marcos.

      I turn to where Elena’s tucked into the passenger seat. Her eyes are huge, her gaze running from one side of the house to another. “My God, how big is this place?”

      I turn off the engine and glance out the windshield, trying to see the house as she would. Very few people from town, outside the regular staff, have been out here. But they usually have that same awestruck expression.

      “It’s a one bedroom,” I reply, earning a narrow-eyed glare. Chuckling to myself, I exit the truck, going to the back seat for her backpack and Bill’s laptop. She opens the door opposite me, her gaze going from her side of the seat to mine as she watches me pull the strap over my arm.

      “You don’t have to do that,” she says, closing the door.

      “No, I don’t. But I choose to.”

      I lead her to the walkway, unlock the wrought iron door in the archway, and move aside to let her through. The solid wood door is next.

      “Do you have a lot of problems out here,” she asks, “you know, with people crossing the border?”

      “No, I have security set up around the perimeter.” Besides, the arrangement we have with the coyotes and the cartel keeps people away from the house. Not that I’d ever tell her that. But the arrangement has been in place since well before I was born.

      “That’s good to know. Especially if you’re out here all alone.”

      I’ve been alone out here, at least to a degree, for going on eight years. I never thought I’d enjoy it, but I got used to it after a while. Of course, the current scenario has popped into my head more than once, but I never expected it to happen.

      If only there was a way to tell teenage me I’d one day be bringing Elena Santos home, and we’d be alone in the house.

      I have her follow me through the foyer, a hallway, the living area, and the dining room, then we finally arrive in the kitchen. The breakfast table, which is big enough for six, has two place settings ready.

      “Good morning.” Mayela appears beside the counter.

      “Mayela, thanks for sticking around.” I set the laptop and backpack on the table. “I didn’t mean to hold you up.”

      “Mr. DiMarco, would you like for me to serve?”

      “You don’t need to be so formal.” 

      Her gaze strays past my shoulder, and while I could ignore her, I’d only pay for it later. She didn’t wait to see if I needed something. It was to get the scoop on who I was bringing home. 

      “You know Elena, don’t you?”

      “Of course. Elena.” She greets her with a warm smile.

      “Mrs. Hinojosa.” Elena nods, returning the smile. “How are you?”

      “Just fine, dear.” Then she turns back to me, expectantly.

      “Please serve. Then we can take it from here so you can get going for the holiday.”

      A blush rolls across Elena’s face. “I’m so sorry to put you to any trouble, ma’am. Really, a piece of fruit would be more than enough.”

      “I doubt it,” I say just to see her blush go deeper. But Mayela’s gaze turns sharp. And I can almost hear her chastising me for my behavior. But she’s old school, which means I’ll get it later, once we’re on our own. “Not with as much work as we have ahead of us,” I tack on, just to keep the peace because if there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that you don’t fuck with the person who feeds you.

      “You mentioned food for two but not what you would like. Considering the time, it could be breakfast or lunch, so I prepared steak and eggs. I hope that will do.”

      “That’s perfect,” I assure her.

      “It sounds wonderful,” Elena replies. “May I help you with something?”

      Mayela shakes her head. “I’ve got it. If you’d like to wash up, go around the corner, down the hall on the left.”

      “Thank you.” She gives her backpack a quick glance then disappears down the hall. I follow Mayela into the kitchen.

      “This is an interesting turn of events,” Mayela says low enough to keep the conversation private.

      “She came to work,” I clarify.

      “Mm-hmm.” She pulls the plates from the warming oven. “After what you did for that girl, I’d expected her a long time ago.”

      As Bill’s sister-in-law, she’s privy to a lot of what went on in my life. If not for her, I would have ended up graduating high school at the county jail.

      “I’m surprised at you.” I grab two drinks from the refrigerator. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you have a dirty mind, Mrs. Hinojosa.”

      “Who are you trying to fool, young man? I’ve known you since you were a boy,” she says smugly.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “The fact you’ve never brought a woman home doesn’t mean you’re a virgin, boy.” She goes by with her nose in the air, leaving me to trail behind her without uttering a proper comeback.

      I set the drinks on the table and pick up the laptop. The image of Elena’s expression when she saw me coming out of Bill’s office flashes into my mind. Her eyes went straight to the laptop. A minute ago, I thought she looked at her backpack, but since I laid them out beside each other, I can’t be sure. Now I’m wondering where she was focused, and why.

      My gut tells me there’s something going on with her and Bill. I just don’t see him pulling the kind of shit Derrick’s looking for. And Elena hasn’t been here long enough to have been involved. So, what’s she playing at?

      There’s one way to find out. I set the laptop on the chair and wait for her to come back into the room.
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      Elena

      “If we were doing roadwork on both jobs, what’s the difference between the codes?” he asks, leaning on his elbow in my direction to look at my screen.

      “When a project is starting, it falls under one division, and once the well is under production, it goes to a different division. I think there’s at least one more division in there.”

      “Start-up cost versus maintenance cost?”

      “At a high level, yes. That’s how Bill explained it to me.” He’s been a quick study, which makes it even more urgent that I fix the mess I inherited before he comes across it. “Though corporate has to let us know when it changes from one to another.” I thought yesterday was bad, but this setup is infinitely worse. At least when we were at the office, we were on opposite sides of a wide conference table. Now we’re sitting at one corner of a kitchen table, shoulder to shoulder, sharing my computer screen. The only thing between us is the subtle scent of his aftershave.

      Addler straightens, his attention going to the notes he’s typing into the laptop. The few times I’ve been able to steal a glance haven’t gotten me anything. If the background on the screen is the image of the prize buck Bill got a couple of years ago, I’m fairly certain it’ll be his profile. A new user would have a different background, wouldn’t he?

      It’s almost the end of the day, and I haven’t come any closer to getting my hands on that list. If Addler would just walk away for a couple of minutes, I could look through File Explorer for anything that might help track down who I need to contact.

      “Do you need a break?” Addler’s voice interrupts my thoughts.

      “Yes, that’d be great.” I cross my fingers, hoping he’ll walk away.

      He leans against the back of the chair, stretching his arms. Once again, I’m struck by the sheer size of the man. At six foot six, with his solid build, he’s a sight. When he first showed up on campus, our high school football coach had been pissed about missing the opportunity to have him on the team. He’d witnessed Addler going after one of the football players who’d beaten up on another student. While he’d put a stop to it, he’d been impressed that Addler could match speed and have reserve of power to knock the guy out. With a player like that, they could have gone to state. Tony Mendoza had taken it as an affront on his position as the team captain. After that, he’d gone out of his way to bait Addler at every opportunity.

      “Let’s take a quick break.” He sets his laptop toward his left. “Then we’ll see where we stand.”

      This is exactly what I’ve been afraid of. He’s ready to call it, so this is my only chance. “Sounds good. Let me set a report to run while we walk away.”

      “I’ll be right back.” Addler walks through the kitchen, and my heart beats faster. Once he disappears through the doorway, I push back from my seat. Moving quietly, I go around to stand behind his chair, careful not to disturb anything in case he notices. I glance in the direction he disappeared, to double-check, then I focus on the screen. Something’s wrong. “What the…” The entire screen is upside down. Is this a glitch?

      I hesitate, studying the icons along the toolbar. Bill doesn’t have a single shortcut along the bottom—er, top. That would’ve made things so much simpler.

      I slide my finger over the mouse pad, but although I’m aiming towards the toolbar, the mouse is going in a different direction.

      Seriously. My anxiety shoots through the roof. “Dammit,” I mumble, more to myself than not. I pull back and release a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding. Now what? I’m not even sure where the mouse was sitting when he left. Would he even notice? What am I thinking, this is Addler de Marco. Of course he’d notice. Those eyes of his—

      “Fun trick.” Addler’s voice comes from behind me.

      I spin around, pulling my hand back, as if it had been burned. I curl my fingers into my palm and bring it to my shoulder. “Addler.” It’s the only word I can get out. My throat’s constricting at his sudden appearance.

      He grasps my wrist, stepping closer and losing the air of indifference that always surrounds him. His expression is hard, and I can suddenly see the dangerous edge about him, something I’d only heard whispered about in the past. His family name has been tied to dark deals and illegal transactions for several generations. But I’d never actually seen anything that would give me cause for concern from Addler himself—until now. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “I…” My brain goes blank because I hadn’t planned on what to do if I got caught. My main concern was Bill, not me, and not what would happen if things went wrong. “Nothing.” I wet my lips. “I was walking away when I saw the screen.”

      “You’ve always been a little santita, Elena.” His grip tightens around my wrist. “Good girls don’t know how to lie.”

      He’s not wrong. “You’re hurting me.” Fear taints every word.

      “Answer me.”

      The sharp tone jolts through me. I swallow hard, struggling to put a thought together. He’s pointed out I can’t lie worth beans. What can I possibly do other than throw myself on his mercy…if he has any. “It was me.” My voice dies away. I can’t breathe. He’s waiting. My body starts shaking of its own accord. “I-I lost his receipts,” I whisper. He glares down at me. Tears sting my eyes, but I can’t cry in front of him. I blink rapidly, turning away as I swallow back a sob. “I grabbed the receipts he left on his desk when you showed up yesterday and took them home. Daisy, my mom’s pup, got into the bag.” I glance up in a wordless plea for understanding. “It was thir—” I swallow, trying to keep from throwing up. “Thirty thousand dollars…in expenses.”

      If anything, his expression grows darker. This man is a cold bastard, not the Addler I grew up with. The one I fantasized about kissing. The one who I thought was asking me to prom…until Marcy burst out laughing, making me feel like a fool over something that could clearly never happen. Addler was part of the popular crowd, having at least a couple of cheerleaders trailing behind him at all times. I quashed that piece of me that wanted him for what little time we had left.

      “It was me. Not him,” I say in a rush. “You can’t fire Bill over this. You can’t—”

      “Ya,” he snaps, stopping me. “I make my own decisions.”

      “Sorry.” I shut my mouth, drowning in feelings of helplessness and inadequacy. Part of me half expects him to shove me out the door in disgust.

      “What else am I going to find in there?” He nods toward my laptop.

      My shoulders droop as I accept the inevitable. “There’s a mess with the coding.” Every word cut out a piece of my soul. I’m betraying the only man who’s ever meant anything to me. “Bill was tied up with Isabela when she got sick.” I close myself off, staring at the buttons on his shirt. My confession could be someone else uttering the damning words. “His admin didn’t know what she was doing and didn’t bother to ask. When he found out, he fired her and brought me in to fix it.” And look what I’ve done…

      “What else?”

      The hard edge to his words should have made me jump, but I can only shake my head. “Just a billing nightmare.” The sense of betrayal is overwhelming. I never thought I would be the reason for his downfall.

      “And you’re looking at fixing this after hours. That’s why you were late,” he says, coming to the right conclusion.

      Looking at? My breath stalls. There’s still a chance? I glance up, caught somewhere between despair and hope. “Yes.”

      His gaze bores into mine, as if he’s trying to see what’s going through my mind.

       “If there’s any way…” I plead, hoping the man, or boy, I knew is still somewhere in there. Seconds tick. My pulse kicks up until I’m ready to scream for him to say something.

      “Stay the weekend,” he says, his voice losing the hard edge.

      “What?” My gaze goes from one of his eyes to the other. I’m not sure I understood right because my mind took a dive. He can’t mean what I’m thinking. My gaze strays to his mouth. No, I can’t fall into a daydream.

      “You heard me,” he says dispassionately. “You spend the weekend with me. No saying no. And I’ll consider talking about this again on Monday.”

      My breath rushes across my bottom lip. I clamp my mouth closed. “Me?”

      “You. Your brain.” His gaze moves down my face. “Your body.”

      “You’re kidding.” My voice is filled with wonder as Marcy’s laughter rings in my head and I wait for the punchline.

      “Take it or leave it.”

      “You’re serious.” My brain can’t process what’s happening. Am I asleep, dreaming of seeing Addler in the morning? Yes? No?

      “Oh, you’ll still clean up this fucking mess,” he says, assuring me of what needs to be done. “In between fucking.”

      I should be horrified, but somehow, I’m not. There’s too much at stake. Job equals medical insurance for Bill and Isabela, unemployment equals disaster. Finding a decent job, in this economy, at his age, in a small town, isn’t going to happen any time soon, if ever. I can’t bring myself to say it, though, so I nod. Marcy’s laughter rings in my mind again as a reminder of my foolishness. “But I’m not kissing you, Addler.”

      His lips stretch into what can only be described as a devilish smile. “And that’s the last no you’ll be allowed.”

      Allowed. My brain balks at the implication. I push down the concern welling inside me and give him a tentative nod. “Okay.” His hand goes into my hair, cupping the back of my head to tilt me up and away. I can do this. But as he leans in, the chemistry between us sparks. Every one of my senses hones in on him.

      My nipples peak, and my whole upper body vibrates for an eternity. Most disturbing of all is the liquid heat between my legs. I shut my eyes, intent on gathering my thoughts, my emotions. Only it’s a thousand times worse when his lips reach the spot behind my ear, and I all but melt where I’m standing.
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      Elena Santos. The taste of her skin will be burned into my consciousness until my final days. Right now, I don’t care that it’ll make hell that much hotter. To say I spent too many nights imagining this doesn’t come close to reality. No, it stretched out a lot longer than that. She’s wandered into my thoughts over the years despite my knowing she has no business being there.

      She’s never been one for jewelry, but I can see a necklace fitting perfectly. Something classic. Half inch. Gold. Earrings dropping to caress her skin with every movement. A perfect reminder of the occasion.

      Does she see this as a sacrifice? Offering herself up for the greater good? She may tell herself that to get her through the day, but I realize what she hasn’t. I released her, yet she still has her arm out where I’d held her. Her pulse is beating wildly at her neck. And I can’t help but enjoy the way her breath is stuttering.

      I move down her body, letting my hands mold every curve that fueled my fantasies in my younger days. Her breasts are full, and, for once, I’m grateful for the size of my hands. Because they cup her perfectly, leaving her stiff nipples at the juncture of my thumb and palm. I press my fingers against her, enjoying the way she sucks in her breath.

      “Addler—” She’s said my name so many ways, usually annoyed at something I’ve done just to get a rise out of her. In all those times, it’s never been breathless like it is right now. Leaving my cock straining against my jeans, eager for the opportunity to join in on the exploration.

      “What is it, Elena?” I tug on her nipples, a lot more gently than I would if I was using my mouth.

      She sucks in a sharp breath. “I-I…” She shakes her head, and I nip at her earlobe just to keep her off-balance.

      Straightening, I whisper against the shell of her ear. “Changed your mind?” I continue to play with her nipples, not relenting unless I absolutely have to. “Calling off our deal so soon?”

      She shakes her head, pressing her thighs together. Making me want to run my fingers across her pussy to see if she’s wet. Instead, I take up the last few inches between us. Pressing my cock to her belly. “Good.” She brings her hands up to grip my arms.

      I shouldn’t enjoy being this much of an asshole. But it comes so naturally to me that I can’t help but follow through.

      There’s one thing I have to do. Bringing my fingers to the V of her blouse, I open the buttons. One by one, they bare her skin until I reach the birthmark I got to see only once. A perfect little circle, slightly bigger than a pinhead, flanked by perfect breasts.

      I move down to set the knuckle of my index finger on the button of her jeans and my thumb on the waistband. I stroke the edge of her belly button, moving back and forth while she trembles in front of me.

      I flip the button open, the sound of the metal pulling free of the narrow eyelet filling the space between us. She shifts, but she’s not trying to move away. No, it’s that moment of anticipation, waiting for what you want, barely able to breathe until you get it.

      I push down the zipper, the teeth pulling apart two or three sets at a time. As much as I want to remain unaffected, I recognize the flare of anticipation burning inside me even though I’ve never experienced anything like it. It’s a need to touch her, claim her...make her mine.

      If I had any sense, I’d step back, stop things now, despite the protest screaming in my head. I’ve never had an issue walking away from a woman. Never had to work for it. Never had to use an underhanded tactic to make things happen. But this damn woman…

      Then she does the unexpected, shifting her stance to let me take what I want. Sweet mercy. I don’t hesitate, running two fingers over the flattened hair at her pussy.

      This time it’s me dragging in a long breath. “Fuckin’...” I don’t know what was supposed to come next. I’m deep in the haze of lust, my fingers diving into the wet slit she’s letting me discover.

      The need to see her is overwhelming. I look down, but her breasts block my view. The birthmark taunts me, reminding me of times I’d wondered if I would ever have the opportunity to see it again.

      Now, I want to taste it. Run my tongue over the dot and see if I can feel the rise in her skin. I want her nipples against my tongue. To see if I can stroke my cock between her tits so often, I can stop the head at the dot with my eyes closed.

      Her whimper breaks through the fog, and I find myself stroking her clit. I stop, my gaze tied in with hers. The simple act of drawing my hand back sends a shudder through her body. Seconds tick by, confusion covering her face. I should take those full, parted lips, just to teach her she shouldn’t deny me. 

      “Go.” I nod toward the hallway, giving myself a moment to clear the gravel in my voice. “Do what you’re going to do.”

      Adverting her face, she moves her hands to her jeans, sidesteps me, then disappears down the hall, her legs stiff. I curl my hands into fists, conscious of her essence coating my fingers. Another second, and I would have been fucking her on the table. Which would ruin the hours of stress she has to look forward to.

      I guess I’m just that kind of asshole.
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      Elena

      What in the holy hell just happened? I’m standing at the bathroom sink, my fingers clamped onto the counter, desperately needing the support. The chemistry between us has a lingering spark, at least on my side. I spent a lot of time daydreaming about him, to the point I thought he wanted something with me. Marcy brought me back to Earth—hard. She laughed, thinking I was joking, because who would believe a guy like Addler de Marco would want me. Fat, frumpy me. He was the only son to a wealthy family with a dark history. The popular girls surrounded him at every point, even coming up with wild questions as an excuse to talk to him when we sat together at the chemistry lab. Why would he ever give me a second look, or even a first. Now this.

      I turn on the faucet, cupping both hands under the stream then bring the water up to my face. Unfortunately, it’s not cold enough to do any good. Let’s get real. It’ll never be cold enough to do much good.

      Pulling the towel over, I bring it to my face. The material is soft and fluffy, lightly scented. The edge of the seam tracks along my temple, taking me back to when Addler’s lips were on that very spot.

      I bite my lip. What am I going to do? I thought I could handle this. It’s not the conditions he put on this trade. They were surprising enough. I’m not happy about it, but the alternative is too much to deal with. I don’t even want to think about what people would say if anyone found out. But I never expected I’d have this kind of reaction to him. Hell, I’ve never experienced anything near as overwhelming as what just happened. Was he anywhere near the same? I was too far gone to even think about looking over.

      How can I get the sensation of his touch out of my head? Pressing my thighs together makes that moment echo in my mind.

      My reflection offers a view down my blouse. This is how he saw me. I shake my head, buttoning up the placket of my blouse. There’s not much else I can do. At this point, I’m just hiding, and I can’t get away with it for much longer. Turning toward the door, I take a calming breath then let myself out of the room.

      The left side of the table sits empty. Heat travels across my cheeks. A spotlight might as well be shining down on me, identifying me as a thief of some sort or a spy. Head held high, I refuse to let my step falter.

      Addler’s at the kitchen island, chef knife in hand, dicing up what looks like a mountain of onion. If I’m going to be here for the next two days, I might as well make myself useful. I hesitate for a moment, making sure my voice will be clear. “Do you need some help?”

      “No, I’ve got this. I’m just marinating some steaks for dinner.” He gives me a quick glance from the corner of his eyes, while he continues dicing. “You’re not one of those people that’s constantly dieting, are you?”

      With this waistline, he must be kidding. I scoff. “I eat everything.” Sometimes enough to regret it when I pull on my jeans the next day.

      “Good. This is a cattle ranch, after all, regardless of the fact we don’t have huge herds anymore, so we have hearty meals.” He spreads out half the onion mixture in a container, puts two seasoned steaks on top, then adds the remaining onion. “How about you put a lid on this, then set it aside while I clean up so we can get back to work.”

      Pulling the container close, I inspect the contents. Steak and onions, and from the scent, I’d say soy sauce, red wine, and some spices. The man has skills. Slipping on the cover, I turn and pull open the doors to the large, stainless steel refrigerator. He’s well stocked, set so he wouldn’t need to run to the store any time soon.

      “On the counter.”

      “Got it.” I move over to set it on the counter as instructed.

      “We’ve got about an hour or so before those can go on the grill,” he says, drying his hands on a dish towel. “Grab some drinks from the drawer.”

      I pull open the refrigerator drawer, pausing when I spot the bottles of hard apple cider stacked in the corner. It’s the same brand I had at home. I glare at the label, as if it’s the drink’s fault I got myself into this mess. Pulling two Cokes out, I hand one over to him, and we both head back to the table. Neither one of us mentions the missing laptop.

      “Hold on,” he says, stopping me before I settle in.

      I set the drink on the table and wait to see what he wants. His gaze goes to my top. I look down, expecting to have something on the shelf, as Mom refers to it. But no. Addler reaches over and his fingers work the buttons open, one after another. “Oh.” I’m not sure what else to say since no is off the table. His expression remains relatively neutral while heat rushes across my cheeks again. I roll my bottom lip, biting down on it lightly as his knuckles brush my chest. I’m reacting to his slightest touch now. With that gentle brush, my nipples are peaking and the slightest shudder runs through me.

      “Keep this open from now on.” He says it as if it’s a normal part of business.

      Maybe this is what he’s used to, but, for me, it’s like having my brain come to a skidding halt. “I’m going to need a change of clothes.” Obviously, I’m not prepared for spending the night, much less the weekend. Maybe if I can talk him into letting me go home, we can renegotiate.

      “We’ll talk about it later. Clothes will be the last thing you’ll need to worry about the next couple of days.”
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      Elena

      “How do you like your steak?” Addler asks, setting a wok on the fire.

      I stretch, peeking over from my spot at the end of the stone counter beside the pool. “Medium, if you can.” He raises a brow, as if that last part is a given. Even with as much time as I spent with Addler all those years ago, how would I possibly know what he can and can’t do in front of a grill. I tug on the label for the hard apple cider I’m drinking, suddenly glad to have moved to something stronger than diet soda. “How did you learn to cook?”

      “I mostly learned from my grandfather,” he says, dicing up more white onion. “There was always meat at hand, so I cut my teeth on steaks instead of working up to them.”

      “My learning was more along the egg level.” Meat was expensive, so when we did have enough to afford steak, Mom was afraid I’d ruin it. Eggs were a cheap option that could be discarded if things went wrong.

      “Most people are.” He chuckles. “Now, I could ruin an egg in a heartbeat.” As always, we’re at odds, even in the way we learned to cook. “My grandmother thought practice would help. My grandfather’s answer was to pull out a griddle and have me fix breakfast for the cowboys.”

      “Oh, that sounds like fun,” I say, perking up.

      He shakes his head. “Not as much as you’d think. Working a chuck wagon when you have a couple dozen men who’ve been up since four in the morning is no easy task. I had scrambled, boiled, and over easy. Overdone and runny eggs would earn me a slap upside the head, at least from my grandfather. My biscuits weren’t much better.”

      “Ouch.” I wince.

      “My mother had hired Mayela when I was born. She asked her to teach me how to cook.” He tosses butter in the wok, stirring with a wooden spatula. “I think she was afraid I’d end up with a flat spot on the back of my head.”

      I smile along with him. “She didn’t have a problem with that?”

      The cheer leaves his face. “Not that kind of family.” He tosses the onion in the wok. “Though the men were old school, she usually figured out how to get her way.”

      “That’s good.” Mom wasn’t usually strong-willed, but she had to shift gears once Dad died. I don’t know how she would have done in this family.

      “Once, when I was a kid, I wandered in during an all-female conversation. I remember my mom saying the men in the family had the balls, but the women had the brains. To me, she said the men had the brawn, but she wasn’t wrong on either count.” He takes a drink from the nearby beer bottle. “It’s isolated out here, so you have to maintain a good relationship with those around you, or things can get lonely.”

      I look out into the distance, knowing I won’t see the edge of the property. Isolated doesn’t begin to cover it. Which was apparently the reason the original de Marcos wanted this property. The story goes that the owner wouldn’t sell because the ranch had been in his family for generations. But Mr. de Marco fell for the man’s only daughter and ended up marrying her, thus keeping the ranch in the family, so they all had a happy ending.

      Addler pulls the steaks off the grill and sets them aside. To my delight, he pulls the wok up and tosses the onion, creating a perfect arc each time.

      “Looks like you picked up a lot in those lessons,” I say, impressed with his skills.

      His lips quirk at one corner. “I learned this from a school friend. His mother’s family owns a chain of Korean restaurants, so he’d spent some time in the kitchen, learning from the ground up.” He keeps his attention on the food as he sets the pan back on the fire. “His grandmother could have given my grandfather a run for his money.”

      I remember wondering about his time away from Nueces. Mostly he’d spent it at private schools in another part of the state or another part of the country. It wasn’t until his senior year we all got to meet the de Marcos son. “You keep in touch with your old school friends?”

      “With him and a couple of others,” he says, sounding detached. “His father owns the drilling company we have onsite.”

      “Oh.” I take a drink from the hard apple cider. “Is that why you finally decided to lease?” People in town have always talked about the fact the de Marcos obviously had enough money if they didn’t need to pull oil and gas from the property. Though a few whispered that it was because it would interrupt whatever illicit business they conducted there. I never thought much of it because most of the landowners along the Rio Grande had similar stories from random points in the past. The de Marcos were just an easy target, since they kept to themselves.

      “Partly,” Addler continues, “he was willing to do a short-term lease with the option to renegotiate.” He sets the pan on the counter and starts slicing the steaks. A minute later, I have a plate of steak topped with grilled onion and a side of what Mom calls cowboy potatoes.

      I spear a perfectly cooked piece of meat and bring it to my mouth. The bit is so good, I take forever to pull the fork out of my mouth. “Damn, Addler, you’re one hella impressive.”

      “Eat up.” He picks up his own fork. “We’ll call it a night early and see what else I can come up with to impress you.”

      He digs into his plate while my stomach flipflops at the implication.
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      Elena

      His bedroom is about three times the size of mine. Nearly half the size of our entire house. The furniture consists of antiques in a natural wood grain with dark handles. The door to the en-suite bathroom and what appears to be a large closet were made to match the decor. A cowboy hat sits on the dresser. Something I can’t quite imagine him wearing. Addler always seemed more city than country despite his family owning a cattle ranch.

      That only leaves the bed to inspect. A king-size mattress with a solid wooden frame.

      I can’t help but stare at the place Addler sleeps every night. The bedding is pristine. I can’t tell if Mayela changed the sheets or if he’s already slept here. If so, on which side.

      Feeling like a complete noob, I turn to Addler, wanting to know what he expects.

      The shirt he’s wearing is halfway up his torso, unveiling his body like a Broadway production. He pulls it over his head, tossing it onto the bench sitting at the end of the bed.

      I am left speechless at the sight of his chest. Broad. Muscled. Rugged. I was always conscious of the breadth of his shoulders when we were in school together. But my inexperienced brain didn’t take it this far. Much less to the point where he’s popped open the button on his jeans and is pulling down the zipper.

      “Oh,” he says, an eyebrow raised in interest. “You like to watch.” A confident grin spreads across his face. “So do I.” Meanwhile, my face goes up in flames.

      My brain says I should look anywhere but at him. Yet, how am I supposed to do that when every inch of his body is now etched into my memory. Bronze, sun-kissed skin to lighter areas that have been kept covered to various degrees. I couldn’t look away if I tried.

      Tossing the rest of his clothes on the bench, he walks to the headboard, completely naked, his arousal leading the way.

      “Good Lord,” I mutter under my breath. He pulls back the covers and settles in. Then it hits me. He likes to watch, too. The sensation of having a spotlight aimed at me is back. My toes curl, and I suddenly go blank.

      “You can drop your things on the other side of the bench.” He leans back, making himself comfortable, waiting for me to undress.

      “Lights on, huh?” I hope beyond hope that he’ll say we don’t need them on.

      “Yup,” he replies, with amusement at the edge of his lips. “It’s only fair.”

      Only fair… I want to protest, but he made it clear there was no saying no this weekend. I swallow hard and pull my blouse over my head. I’m not wearing my nicest bra, but I was in a hurry, and I was heading to work. Not that I own anything that would be especially flattering. It’s been a while since I could afford to go shopping for cute underwear. And with no one other than me to see it, it doesn’t make sense to spend that kind of money.

      Toeing off my shoes and socks, I chance a quick glance in his direction. Not surprisingly, he’s focused directly on my chest. It shouldn’t surprise me, considering he took it upon himself to unbutton my top. My nipples pebble just the same.

      I shimmy out of my jeans and toss them onto the bench. I can’t bring myself to look in his direction now that I’m down to bare necessities.

      Purple panties and a blue-and-black bra. Perfect, I’m as colorful as a bruise. I pull back the sheets.

      “All of it, Miss Santos.” This time he’s all business.

      I pause, wanting to push back. To make things difficult for him. To remind him I am still a person and should be making my own decisions. But the reason we’re here is because I made a decision to do this, all thanks to a careless mistake. And that’s something I need to live with.

      I reach back setting my fingers around the clasp. His attention is still on my cleavage. My pussy responds like it did earlier in the day, leaving me wet and half naked in front of Addler de Marco.

      I pull the hook loose from the eye, and the material sags. The heat in his gaze is incredible. I’m lost somewhere between feeling insecure and enjoying the fact he wants to look.

      The panties go next. This time his gaze travels down my body then comes back to my face. “Better?” I ask, as if the pulse between my legs isn’t beating like crazy.

      He pulls back the sheets, inviting me in. I settle on the bed and watch as he stretches back to turn off the light. That hint of amusement is back at the corner of his lips.

      The mattress shifts as he stretches out, pulling the sheet over him. I hold my breath, but nothing happens. What’s he up to? A minute stretches into two. I can only wait, my toes curled in anticipation. This must be how a mouse feels when the cat comes in the room.

      “Good night,” I say into the darkness.

      “Good night, Elena.”

      I turn on my side, facing away. He’s messing with me. I know it. I’m just not sure what he’s up to other than trying to drive me nuts.

      “Do you always sleep on your right side?” His voice comes out of the darkness.

      I narrow my eyes glancing over my shoulder, as if I could see anything. “Yes. Always.” See how he likes that.

      Then his arm comes under my chest, and I’m lifted off the mattress as if I don’t weigh a thing.
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      Addler

      Her scream fills the air. It’s all I can do not to laugh out loud.

      Holding onto her as I roll, I manage to set her down facing me, without taking a knee to the jewels.

      “There we go. This is better.” Now we’re on one side of the bed, sharing the same pillow, facing each other. “Much better.”

      I was going to stick to my original plan, keeping her off-balance. So far, it seems to have worked. She doesn’t know what to expect, and I’m enjoying myself too damn much to stop. After all the grief I had to put up with because of Elena Santos, this is more than justified.

      “Addler…”

      But it turns out I like the way she says my name when she’s breathless and how she clings to me when she’s surprised. Hell, I might have to think up a few more ways to surprise her if this is how she’s going to react. Strange, because I’ve always preferred to sleep alone. Something about a guy my size needing to share a standard-sized bed. Now, suddenly, the fucking mattress is too big.

      “I thought you were falling asleep,” she whispers.

      “Not yet.” She shifts and I cup her waist, stretching my leg so I move it up between her knees. “Need to find a comfortable spot first.”

      “Oh…” Again, one of those breathless moments.

      We’re inches away from each other, her scent an intoxicating enticement. I’m not kissing you, Addler. I should ignore her words and take those tempting lips. To satisfy the urge to discover the wet recesses of her mouth. I want to draw one of her sighs and swallow down the essence of her like a decadent morsel.

      But there are so many ways to use her words against her. I run my lips along the line of her jaw, nuzzling the spot at the column of her neck. Her skin turns to a mass of goose bumps under my palm. She sighs, her body relaxing until her breasts brush my chest.

      Ahh, now there’s my weakness, the temptation that’s leading me down this forbidden trail. I wasn’t going to touch her. This is about keeping her off-balance…though, at the moment, the reason for that is in the shadows.

      I cup her breast, letting the mound fill my hand. The stiff nipple drops into the notch between my thumb and index finger. Her gasp has me tightening my hold, letting the full bit of flesh drive off my will to set her away from me. Ignoring my initial plan, I run my tongue along her neck, savoring the taste of her skin. Working my way across her collarbone, I continue down her chest until I have the opportunity to flick the hard nub with my tongue. Teasing her, tasting her skin, going back for more while her toes curl against my calf.

      Her ragged breathing matches my own. Wrapping my arm around her, I drag her up, arching her body until I fill my mouth. I feast on her, satisfying every curiosity, and maybe half the fantasies running through my mind. Then I start again on the other breast.

      I go from holding her to pushing two fingers through the flattened hair at her pussy. My grown echoes against her chest. I slide two fingers along her folds, her wetness leading me to the source. Her hips tilt, and I’m dipping my fingers inside her when her nails bite into my skin. No. I fight my way out of the fog clouding my brain. The swollen inner lips tempt me to stay, to learn their contours until one brush at their juncture sends her over the edge, leaving my cock throbbing and my head echoing with the knowledge that I’m a fucking idiot to have thought I could touch Elena and remain unaffected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena

      It’s midafternoon, and we’ve spent the day working, eating, and having me divert Addler’s attention from my boobs back to the computer screen. I swear I don’t know how we got as much done as we did.

      “Do you need anything?” I offer, smoothing down the borrowed pullover so all the important parts are covered. “I’m going to get a drink.”

      “Some water would be good,” he says, stretching his arms.

      I step away from the table, and he swoops down, pulling me to him. His chin is at my breast. The memory of his beard brushing against my skin is enough to start the tingling between my legs.

      “I should’ve gotten you a button shirt,” he murmurs against my nipple.

      “Opportunist.” But as his hand slips under the shirt to cup my ass, I know if he keeps going, he’ll find me wet.

      His phone rings, interrupting whatever he’d planned to do. Frowning at the screen, he releases me then pushes the button to answer. “What’s up?”

      I take the opportunity to hurry over to the refrigerator and grab two water bottles from the drawer.

      “Where?” he asks into the phone, disappearing into the hallway.

      I set the drinks on the table. Whoever it is, it sounds like there’s trouble somewhere in the area. I’m reminded of our talk about the ranch being so isolated. I glance toward the French doors. What lies beyond the pool area? It’s scary to think help would be over an hour away.

      I glance around, taking stock of everything around me again. I have a feeling he has the laptop close by. I wasn’t gone very long, and when I got back, he was already marinating steaks. How far could he have gotten? Though truthfully, in a house this size, it would be impossible to find something so small.

      “Get dressed,” he says, handing me my clothes. “Ezequiel’s got a cow stuck over at the Stagecoach Pond and needs help,” he explains, strapping on a gun belt.

      The tension in my shoulders eases. I’ve seen the place on the map we have in the hallway at the office. Back in the old days, it was apparently an actual stage stop due to the natural pond used to water the horses. The family extended the banks, and now it’s a couple of acres in size.

      A few minutes later, we’re headed down the road with a livestock carrier hooked on behind a dually. After having security drill the need to stay within the twenty-five-mile-an hour limit into my head, it’s hard to be speeding down the caliche road without feeling like I’m going to get in trouble.

      When we arrive at the pond, I’m shocked by what we find. The map may show a large pond, but it’s running low. Half the area is mud, and at one end, there’s little more than a cow head sticking up out of the ground. “Oh my Lord.”

      “She got separated from the herd before the storm.” He reaches into the back seat and pulls on a cap. “Ezequiel went out on the quad looking for her and found her like this.”

      We get out of the truck, and Ezequiel, the man Sage mentioned with a grimace, comes over to meet us. Tall, with thick arms and skin dark tanned by the sun. He’s covered in mud from the knees down and up to his elbows.

      “She’s exhausted,” he says, pushing back the cowboy hat. “At this point, the quad’s just spinning its wheels and I already busted the strap.”

      “Let me get the ones I brought.” Addler turns around, walking back to the truck. “Oh, Ezequiel, that’s Elena,” he tosses over his shoulder.

      “Miss Elena.” He offers a respectful nod.

      “Hello, Ezequiel.” I offer him a hand to shake. He brings up his hand, showing it’s caked in mud, but it doesn’t deter me. So he goes for the middle ground and offers a fist bump, to which I happily respond.

      “How did she end up stuck so deep?”

      “Probably went for a drink and sank. The rain we got the last few days turns the outer ring of the pond into a bog. The more she struggled to get out, the deeper she went.”

      Addler turns to me. “There should be another cap in the back of the truck if you want one,” he offers. “Just be careful where you stand, or you’ll end up covered in mud.”

      “Okay.” I turn back to the truck while he hands Ezequiel a water bottle and the strap. After downing half the liquid, Ezequiel takes off his hat and pours the rest over his head. 

      “And keep an eye out for anyone walking through,” Addler warns as he pulls the winch line to take with him. “We shouldn’t have people crossing with the river running high, but some will still go for it. We don’t want to end up on foot out here.”

      While he doesn’t say it, I’m aware of what happens in the area enough to know things could be much worse, or they wouldn’t both be armed. “Will do.” I climb into the truck, standing on the floorboard so I can look out into the distance. 

      The animal gives a pathetic-sounding moo as the men approach. She watches, wide-eyed, as Addler pops open a bottle. Squatting near the cow’s head, he proceeds to pour water in her mouth a little at a time. After a few initial snorts, she gets the idea and starts drinking greedily.

      Meanwhile, Ezequiel ties the strap to the one that broke and pulls until it’s gone under the animal and come out the other side, covered in mud. After wiping off most of the mud, he puts a D-Ring through the straps then attaches the winch line. “We’re set,” he announces. Addler heads back, grabbing the winch controller then comes around. “Get in and scoot.” I follow his instructions then he promptly climbs in the cab of the high-priced vehicle despite being covered in mud. “Here we go.” He presses the button and slowly starts wheeling her in. 

      Within seconds, the desperate cry from the animal has Ezequiel holding up both arms. “Whoa, whoa. The mud’s causing too much pressure.”

      Addler gets out of the truck. “Shit.” He heads back to the trailer.

      The cow’s eyes move around, scared, as it tries to kick in the mud again only to sink a little more. “Hang on, girl,” Ezequiel says, trying to soothe her. But her labored breathing shows the struggle she’s had to endure so far.

      I’ve never felt so helpless.

      Addler pulls two shovels from the back of the dually, tossing one to Ezequiel. Then the guy who I’d called lazy and irresponsible, the one I accused of relying on his family name, starts shoveling mud, along with Ezequiel. It’s a struggle. As much as they clear, the mud just rolls back, trying to fill the gap. The cow starts kicking again and Ezequiel stops, leaning down to pat her neck. “Hang on, girl. We’re trying our best.” After working to free her for what must be several hours now, he has to be exhausted also.

      Addler brings up an arm, wiping his forehead against a cleanish part of his shirt. “I can’t tell where her legs are.” He tosses the shovel toward the bank and starts using his hands to scoop away the mud.

      Now, this is something I can do. With a final look around us, I wade in.

      “Elena, what are you doing?” he asks, catching his breath.

      “This I can help with.” I begin, using both hands the way he is.

      “Be careful. She could start kicking.” On the heels of his comment, he takes a hoof right below the knee. Sucking in a breath, he curls his hand into a fist.

      “Addler, are you okay?” I stare, horrified, hoping he hasn’t ended up with a broken bone.

      “I’ve had worse,” he mutters as I remain speechless. But, as he’s pointed out, this is ranch life. “She doesn’t know any better, Elena. She’s just going on instinct.”

      We continue, the three of us working as a team, clearing the legs and keeping an eye out for another flailing kick.

      “Let’s try it again,” Addler says, breathless. He takes wide steps, trying to keep his balance as he heads back to the truck. “Get up on the bank,” he says, directing the instruction to me.

      “Over there.” Ezequiel points to an area away from the truck. “You never know what can happen. The cow could kick, or the truck could slide. This way, you’re safe.”

      I drag my feet, toes pointed up, as I struggle to keep my tennis shoes on until I make it to the bank.

      “Remember to check for snakes!”

      “Oh dear Lord.” I hadn’t even thought of that. Luckily, the area is clear. Meanwhile, Addler has the winch going, and the cow’s slowly coming free from the mud.
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      Addler

      I leave the guest room shower without bothering to pick my muddy clothes up off the bathroom floor. I’ll have to take care of them and the mud we trailed in before Mayela gets back, or I’ll never hear the end of it.

      I turn down the hall toward my room, limping every few steps, thanks to a bruise forming on my leg. Damn it. I was just distracted by Elena for a second, and this happens.

      I let myself into the bedroom to find her stretched out on the bed, wearing nothing but a towel. She looks way too good there.

      Pulling the cord at the edge of the window, I close the blackout curtains, leaving us in the dark. I unwrap the towel from my waist and crawl in bed beside her. Tomorrow, I’ll tell her about the expenses. Then I’ll do more than touch her. Why I feel like I need to be on equal footing with her is beyond me. 

      “You’ve changed,” she whispers.

      I smile into the darkness. “Have I?”

      “Either that, or you hid this side of you really well,” she admits. “I never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen you with my own eyes.”

      No, she wouldn’t have seen anything about me. I was very cynical back then. “Maybe it was a smart-mouth chemistry student who got me to think about my life.”

      She chuckles. “Somehow I doubt that.” She turns to face me. “I’d say you were a pretty good person deep down.”

      I turn, going up on one elbow. I lean in, hooking a finger where she’s tucked the towel ends between her breasts. “Don’t kid yourself. I got you here, didn’t I?” I pull the end out, running my hand down to palm the generous mound and play with the nipple. My gaze comes up to meet hers. There’s no apprehension now, no pulling back.

      “Mmm, I suppose you did,” she replies in what might be the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard.

      All the aches and pains from the last few hours fade away. I search her face, trying to determine what’s going through her mind, but I’m caught by her parted lips. “Our deal doesn’t say anything about me kissing you, did it?”

      The tip of her tongue comes out to wet her bottom lip. “No, I guess it doesn’t.”

      I had good intentions when this started. I’m just not sure what happened to them. All I can do is be honest. “If I kiss you, we’re going to fuck.”

      “Sure of yourself, aren’t you?” Her lips close.

      I nod. “And we’re going to fuck a lot.” The magnetic pull toward her assures me I’m right. I pull the towel down, exposing her before going back to play with her nipple. “Enough to get whatever this is out of our systems.”

      She blinks, studying my face thoughtfully. “That works?”

      “Judging by the divorce rate in this country, I’d say so.”

      She nods solemnly, and, when I lean in, she tilts her head back to let me taste her. The fraction of a second it takes to reach her lasts an eternity. It’s a moment years in the making and as utterly satisfying as I’ve always imagined.

      The moment’s electrifying, hot, and wild. She gives in, letting me take what I want. We end up in a tangle of limbs, with her hands in my hair and my mouth on her nipple. My cock’s pressed against the inside of her thigh, ready to be called into action.

      I release her long enough to reach behind me for the single condom I’ve set in the drawer. I bring it over, tearing the foil with my teeth. Her hands are on my chest, and it’s all I can do not to drop the damn thing as I kiss her throat. My knuckle brushes her pussy, finding the wet folds, following them as her body undulates beneath me. How many times did I hold back? How many times did I tell myself I couldn’t…shouldn’t?

      Too damn many.

      One twist of her body, and she’s bringing me over her. It takes no more than a second to make the decision then intentionally drop the rubber on the mattress. Cupping her thigh, I spread her legs to run the head of my cock along the wet channel. Setting aside my conscience, I dive into her body, too eager to take her to be able to stop when I hit resistance. Gritting my teeth, I sink through the thin layer of her virginity until I’m fully lodged inside her.

      Her hands tighten around me as she cuts off the little whimper that escaped her. I swallow the sound, surrounding myself with something between triumph and a fierce possessiveness I’ve never known. Fuck. My heart’s beating furiously against my chest. This was only going to be a taste of her, enough to know what it was like to be inside her body. An act that screams of my selfish nature. No regrets. I wanted her, I’ve always wanted her, and I let her know how much with every kiss, with every thrust, and with the echo of the bed against the wall. She replies by pressing her breasts against my chest, by tightening her grip around my cock, and filling my senses with a cry of release.

      I press myself into her until her body goes weak and her wetness coats my balls. In one fell swoop, I’ve taken three things I’ve always denied myself: virgin pussy, a bareback ride, and the woman who’s haunted my dreams. No, I don’t have a single fucking regret.
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      Elena

      Extra-large eggs, butter, tomato, onion, garlic, serrano pepper, flour tortillas, and a pack of thick-cut, hickory-smoked bacon. “Ohhh, this is the best thing in creation,” I announce, closing the door to the refrigerator.

      “What’s that?” He pulls a pan from the drawers in the kitchen island and glances in my direction.

      I hold the jumbo pack of bacon up to my shoulder so he can see. “It’s the best tasting thing you’ll ever have. Breakfast, shish kabobs, club sandwich, beans, it’s all good.”

      He sets the pan on the stove as I unload my haul on the counter. Before I can move, his hand’s in my hair. I gasp. He turns my head to face up and at an angle so all I can see are the small doors on the cabinet over the stove. “Addler?” The first time he did this, I had a moment of panic. Now, knowing him a little better, anticipation is curling in my belly despite how many times we had sex since we got back.

      He moves to stand behind me, close enough to feel the heat of his body against my back. His beard touches my neck, bringing my body alive, announcing his kiss and preparing for whatever he wants. I lower my eyelids, enjoying the way his breath fans over my skin in between kisses.

      “You’re wrong santita.” He bites my earlobe then runs his tongue along the shell of my ear. “Not the best tasting thing I’ve ever had.”

      I chuckle, covering his hand where it sits right below my breasts. “You’re being silly.”

      Seconds later, I’m on the floor, and he’s got the shirt I’m wearing half open. I have one leg against the floor, knee bent, the other hooked over one massive shoulder. He hasn’t touched me yet, but my senses are heightened by the warmth of his breath. Some weird kind of energy surrounds us. It’s magnetic, feeling like my body’s drawing him near. Then his head’s lowering between my thighs. “Addlerrrrrr.”

      The initial touch of his tongue is a shock to my system. This, I wasn’t prepared for. He moves along my seam, a firm touch at the beginning and the flat of his tongue at the end. There’s no way I could ever have imagined I was capable of feeling this sensation. Part of me wants to move, to wiggle out from under him. The other part of me wonders how I haven’t melted into the floor.

      His tongue runs along my pussy. Every nerve ending in my body reacts. My head hits the floor as my back arches. “Addler.” I shift my hips, but he doesn’t even acknowledge me calling out to him, much less pause.

      I know more words; I just can’t think of a single one. Nothing more than sounds come out of my mouth. Something inside me is clawing toward the cliff, but I can’t quite reach it. “Please…” I’m not even sure what I’m asking. I just know I need a little more to get me over the edge, and I’d swear he’s holding back on purpose. Making me squirm. Making me beg.

      I shudder, and I’m sliding back. “No… Addler, please.” Then he stops, and I’m devastated. I dig my teeth into my lower lip, biting back the scream in my throat. He’s doing it on purpose. Punishing me for some reason.

      He climbs up my body, planting a hand on either side of my head. “No saying no, remember?”

      And there it is. I clamp my hands on his shoulders, digging my fingers into his bare skin. Settling on his elbows, he leans down, his face little more than an inch away from mine.

      “Is this what you want?” His cock, full and hard, rubs along my folds, sparking the flame of hope.

      “Oh yeeees.” My hips jut against his, an automatic reaction to his teasing. My nipples brush his chest, the hard buds reminding me how much I enjoy his touch.

      His gaze roams my face, but he doesn’t move. “How bad?”

      I whimper, unable to put thoughts together to follow what he’s saying. His golden gaze reaches mine then lowers to my lips. He runs the tip of his tongue over my bottom lip. Oh God. I catch my breath. I’m not kissing you, Addler. He wants to kiss. The one thing I’ve been denying him—denying myself, because it’s the one thing I found myself wanting since we first met. Would it be so bad?

      A kiss would be the least of everything we’ve done this weekend. Parting my lips, I stretch, reaching his mouth.

      Oddly enough, I taste myself on him. Something I hadn’t considered at the time. Like with everything else he’s done, he quickly takes control of the kiss. He’s devouring me, learning every contour of my mouth, continuing until I learn the taste of him.

      He’s taught me something new. This is more than mouths joining together. More than petting while feeling like you’re somewhere far away while your body’s involved with your partner.

      One thrust, and he’s inside me, possessing everything within me. The pressure of his hips drives him deep. I sigh into his mouth, wrapping my arm around his neck.

      The moment burns into my mind, into my consciousness, where I’m sure I’ll carry it for the rest of my days.

      His hand slides down my waist and hip, pulling my leg up high. Then, in a surprise move, he flips us so I’m on top. His words come back to me. I like that I don’t feel like I’m going to crush you.

      “Go on, santita.” He reaches for the last few buttons at the shirttail. “Take what you want.”

      Enjoying the feeling of being full, I shift my hips, testing how his thickness caresses my inner muscles. He cups my breasts, the heat of his hands seeping into my skin as I stroke on his cock. “That’s right.” The tone of his voice finally wavers, and I catch the golden color in his eyes, staying connected that way for the rest of my ride. It isn’t until my orgasm hits, and my body stiffens, that my eyes shut.

      My body fairly crumples, and I end up draped over him. His arms come around me, and all is right in the world. I could stay like this forever. He, however, has different ideas, curling up to reach my lips and make up for all the kisses we didn’t have the last few days.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat shatters the moment. I gasp, glancing up to find Ezequiel standing by the table, facing the patio. I shoot up, cool air hits my naked chest, and Addler brings me down against him.

      “I’ll come back,” Ezequiel says in a tight voice.

      Wide-eyed, I look to Addler to figure out what to do.

      “Give us a second,” he replies. Ezequiel disappears into the hallway. “Go on.” Addler’s gaze, now more green than gold, goes to the other side of the kitchen, indicating I should leave.

      I clutch the ends of the shirt together and push myself off his lap then scramble out of the kitchen.
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      Addler

      Elena goes running around the kitchen island on tiptoe, holding the shirt together in a death grip. This whole situation would be funny, if it wasn’t for the fact I’m starting to feel the cold hard tile against my bare ass. Damn, it’s a good thing I switched our positions. She’d be in some pain if she’d taken a pounding against this floor.

      Still, I can’t help but smile. I’m too goddamn pleased with what just happened. Pulling up my shorts, I haul my ass up and run a hand through my hair. The memory of kissing Elena while she’s running her fingers through it fills my mind.

      I drag in a breath and go through the kitchen. If Ezequiel is here unannounced, it can’t be good.

      Stepping out to the patio, I spy him staring out into the distance.

      He looks over, seemingly unfazed by finding me with a half-naked woman stretched out on top of me. “Well, that was unexpected.”

      I run my hand over my beard. “Didn’t exactly plan on it myself.” No, this was a far cry from planned. Never would’ve expected to end up on the kitchen floor with Elena Santos. Then again, Mayela’s always said her floor is clean enough to eat off of. There goes my grin again, and there’s not a goddamn thing I’d change about it.

      “Wanted to check in with you,” Ezequiel says, grabbing my attention. “Something’s up.”

      That’s enough to sober me in an instant. “What happened?” Out here, we’re on our own. Any county law would take hours to arrive. That’s longer than any danger would be willing to wait.

      “Got some security vehicles running around out there.” He raises his chin, indicating the area he was staring at.

      “You sure it’s them?” With all the oilfield traffic running through, it’s a miracle he’d be able to distinguish one from the other.

      “It’s several vehicles running around. They’re kicking up enough caliche to show they’re speeding. Which means it has to be security.”

      “They haven’t called in?”

      “No.” He pushes the cowboy hat back.

      “Not even Bill?” I would expect him to reach out if something grave’s going on.

      “No.” He shakes his head.

      The security coordinator I met the other day comes to mind. Is she the one who has everyone scrambling? And if so, why? “You know any of their security people well enough to find out?”

      “Nah. The head of security left a couple weeks back. They got a woman running everything for now.”

      “Do you know anything about her?”

      He frowns. “Her name keeps popping up every time something happens. Even when the old man was still here. She seems to have her nose in everything,” he says with a sign of disgust. “Sage.” He curls his lip. “What the hell kind of name is that?”

      I snort. “I said the same thing.” Could she know about what’s going on? I’m not sure I should even involve her. At least not until I know more. There are still areas on this ranch where they have no business poking their nose around. But it’s time I talk to Ezequiel about it. Something I should have done before.

      “Kelly Oil has some shit going on.” I glance into the house in case Elena’s come down after putting clothes on.

      “Oh?” He raises an eyebrow.

      “Derrick’s got money missing they can’t account for. So far, everything leads back to South Texas. Specifically, the ranch.”

      “Shit.”

      “That’s why I went into the office early,” I explain. “If they have something to hide, they’d have to do it before Monday.”

      “Girl from the office.” Ezequiel’s gaze shoots to my wing of the house. “She tangled up in this?”

      “Not that I can tell.” No, so far everything looks legit. Yes, there was a lot to clean up, but Bill’s on it. The timing was just unfortunate.

      “Sure you’re not running blind?”

      It’s a legitimate question. I was supposed to be grilling her for answers, but to him it must look like I was just drilling her. “I’ve been checking the books. Once Bill’s back, we’ll see if there’s anything he’s seen that could seem suspicious.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Keep an eye out. If you find out anything from security, let me know.”
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      Elena

      I may be new to all this, but I know enough to recognize he didn’t use a condom. The possibility of consequences should terrify me. I’m single, in my mid-twenties, with a job that’s temporary at best, and I live with my mother. I should be worried about being careless, yet somehow, I’m calm, eerily so. I’m sure he used a condom last night, or at least I think he did. I know he grabbed one from the nightstand, the first time, but after that I’m not sure. Everything’s blurring together, starting when he touched me.

      Maybe it’s that I’d just had such a big shock to my system. Having somebody show up unexpectedly is one thing, having them show up when you’re naked with a man is another. And the fact we were on the kitchen floor. Oh Lord. My face burns again at the memory. I’m not sure how much he heard, but we were likely still at it when he walked in.

      Come to think of it, he was pretty calm about the situation himself. I don’t want to consider what this says about Addler and what goes on out here. Though I’m sure Sage would have mentioned something, if she was aware.

      If I could only find my clothes. I might be a little more centered if I was wearing my panties.

      The faint smell of sizzling bacon reaches me upstairs. My stomach rumbles, reminding me that it’s empty, and I’ve expended a lot of energy since last night.

      Does this mean Ezequiel is gone? There’s no way for me to find out from here unless I’m going to start yelling across the house. I double-check the shirt buttons are all fastened and make my way down to the kitchen.

      Peeking around the corner, I find Addler at the stove. At first glance, it looks like nobody else is around. He’s pulled on a white T-shirt that doesn’t do much to hide the solid muscles in his back and arms.

      “Is it safe?” I ask, still running my gaze around the room.

      He looks over his shoulder and grins. “Yes. He’s gone.” My shoulders lose some of their stiffness, and I make my way through to stand next to the kitchen island. He spears a piece of bacon with a fork, flipping it expertly. “You okay?”

      “Yes.” I’m nod. “It was just a bit of a shock to find someone looking down at us.”

      “Yeah.” He flips another piece of bacon. “We caught him by surprise, too.” He gives me a sidelong glance that goes down to my breasts and lingers long enough to make my nipples tingle. “He had to check in with me, and we don’t have a doorbell. You either have a key to get in or you don’t come through.”

      Well, I suppose it should be one less thing for me to worry about. It sounds like Addler isn’t used to having sex with women on the kitchen floor, on a regular basis. Now it seems like such a shame. It’s an experience I never would have expected. “Do you think I might be able to get my clothes?”

      “I figured you’d ask.” He nods, indicating the kitchen table. “I brought them over when I grabbed my T-shirt out of the laundry room.”

      “Thanks.” Scooping up my clothes, I head to the bathroom down the hall. I’m not sure where I was supposed to change, but this seems like the most reasonable option. The last thing I’d need is to have someone else walk in while I’m pulling up my panties.

      The image of Addler doing laundry, and folding up my clothes, including my purple undies, brings a smile to my face. This isn’t exactly my best bra, but then I’ve always purchased for support, not looks. Oh well, it’s a little too late to worry about it now. He’s seen it and a heck of a lot more.

      I fold up the borrowed shirt, even though it has to go straight to the laundry, and follow the sound of the blender back to the kitchen. Draping the shirt over the chair I’ve been using, I join Addler by the stove. “Do you need some help?”

      “How about you grab a bowl for the salsa.” He points over to the cabinet. “I wasn’t sure what you had in mind, but I went with huevos rancheros with bacon and refried beans.”

      My tummy does a happy dance. “You’re spot-on.” I find the glass bowls in the second cabinet. All with the same tan and blue design. A big change from the disposable dishware we have at home. But then our financial circumstances are quite a bit different.

      “I’m cheating with the tortillas. They’re usually fresh made, but those talents are better left to those with experience.”

      I chuckle. “I’ll try not to hold it against you.” Who could, when a man that looks like Addler is working the stove like he’s right at home.

      “Good. Mayela left a few flour tortillas in the warmer.” He turns on the burners under the wide comal. “We should have enough for breakfast.” He moves the pan with refried beans off the back burner.

      The need to bring up what happened is bubbling in my chest. Maybe if I had more experience, I wouldn’t feel like the knowledge is choking me.

      “Addler…” He looks over. “We, um… We didn’t use protection just now.” My stomach is twisting with every word. “And I’m not on anything, for…obvious reasons.” Why would someone who’s not having sex think about needing a contraceptive on a regular basis?

      “I know,” he says, sounding calmer about this than I am. He reaches over, lifting my chin to give me a quick kiss. “We’ll see what happens, then we can talk about it.”

      I suppose that’s better than anything else I could’ve expected. “Okay.” Now I’m just left to wait.
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      Elena

      I return to the table, two soft drinks in hand. Addler sets his cell phone down and hooks an arm around my waist.

      “We’re down to the last batch of invoices,” I announce. I’m so ready. I swear my eyes are nearly crossing after looking at so many tiny numbers on the screen.

      “Sounds like a good reason to celebrate.” Addler grins, something that’s been happening more and more over the last few days. With him seated, we’re nearly the same height. He pulls me to him, giving me a long kiss.

      While I’d hoped to segue into a conversation about Bill’s expenses, this isn’t a bad end. I cup his cheek while his hand slides down to cover my ass. Such a man.

      A knock at the French doors intrudes into the moment. I nearly jumped back at the unexpected sound. Ezequiel pushes the door open, and Sage trails in behind him. Oh Lord. It wasn’t bad enough that he caught us earlier. Now Sage knows. Her grin is brimming over.

      Ezequiel clears his throat. “You said it was okay to come by.”

      “You’re good,” he replies.

      I glance back at Addler, trying to keep my annoyance from being more than a glare. He knew they were coming and still decided to kiss me, knowing Sage would see.

      “Hello again, Mr. Addler.” She nods in his direction. “I just needed to check on Elena and make sure she’s okay.”

      I try my best to hold on to my dignity. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s just that your car has been parked at the office for a couple of days,” she points out. “The guys reviewed the logs to see if you’d left and didn’t find anything.”

      “I’m sorry, Sage. I hadn’t…” I’m not even sure how to explain. Hadn’t expected to end up spending the weekend? Hadn’t expected to have sex? Hadn’t expected to have Addler de Marco want me… And, of course, Addler is no help. “Hadn’t expected…to be here this long.”

      “That’s fine.” She smiles again, as if there’s nothing out of the ordinary with this. Well, from her point of view, there isn’t. “It’s just that I called Bill.” She hitches a shoulder. “He said for me to call Ezequiel, and he was going to call you.”

      Oh Lord. Now Bill is involved, too. This is quickly becoming a mess. “I don’t have my cell.”

      “Well as you can see, Sage, Elena’s safe,” Addler points out.

      Sage’s cell phone rings. “And there he is.” She answers the phone. “Hey, Bill. I found her. She’s safe…” She looks over at me. “Sure, one sec.” She hands me her phone. “He wants to talk to you.”

      Why do I suddenly feel like a teenager caught out after curfew. “Hi, Bill.”

      “Thank God you’re okay.” The relief in his voice is unmistakable, ratcheting up my guilt over being here. “Sage was worried that you’d been carried off by an animal or someone lurking around.”

      “Well, kind of.” I glance over at Addler.

      Bill chuckles. “There was no sign of a scuffle and, if it was an illegal alien, he would’ve taken your car, too.” His skills as a sheriff haven’t gone rusty since he retired. “But she says it’s been sitting there for a couple of days…”

      My cheeks are burning even though he’s on the phone. I glance over at Addler once more and clear my throat. “I, um…” There’s nothing more to do than to come clean on what happened. Well, a clean version of why I came here originally. “We-we’re working on clearing up the invoices, like you said—”

      “I know, girl. I talked to Addler on Friday. He told me y’all were getting together.”

      “You did?”

      “I told him we were running behind, and you were the best one to help get the coding straightened out.”

      “Really…” My gaze shifts over to Addler. He knew there was a problem with the coding?

      “Yup, we had a good long talk. I told him about the expense report running behind.”

      My stomach knots up. I clear my throat, preparing to tell him what I did. “I—”

      “But I’ve got everything scanned in,” he continues. “And most of it is logged.”

      His words hit me like ice water to the face. My worry turns to anger, and I glare at Addler for all I’m worth. The jerk knew. He knew! Here I am struggling with what I’ve done, or what I think I’ve done, and he’s been laughing at me behind my back.

      “You told him this?” 

      Addler holds my gaze, the epitome of calm.

      “Yes. I told him I’ll be in early tomorrow so I can finish the report and submit it before the bigwigs come in from Houston.”

      “I see,” I reply with all the calm I can muster, turning away from Addler.

      “Then we’ll get him switched over to the big office. I’ll move in next door to you to make things easier on us.”

      He took advantage of me, of the relationship I have with Bill. He knew I wouldn’t let him get in trouble if there was any way to avoid it. “Okay. I’ll see you then,” I reply quietly then hand the phone to Sage. My blood pressure must be going through the roof because my vision is blurry. “I need a ride to my car, Sage.”

      “I-okay.” She nods, realizing something is wrong, but I’m not going to elaborate for her or anyone else. “Of course.”

      I close my laptop and shove it into my backpack. I don’t bother to do up the zipper; instead, I walk out the French doors. If I stop to think about it, I’m not sure if I’ll scream or cry, but I don’t want to do either. Right now, I just need to be by myself for a while and lick my wounds. Somehow, I’m right back where I was a few years ago. The entire security department knows I stayed on the ranch the whole weekend. It won’t be long before everyone will be talking about the fact I was sleeping with Addler de Marco. I suppose I should be grateful this time they’ll only tie me to one guy.
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      Addler

      The thing that gets you when you live on a ranch is the isolation. Normally, I enjoy watching the sun set in the distance, but tonight it’s like being held in a cage, regardless of it being a hundred thousand acres. The image of Elena walking out is as clear as if it was happening right now. The same thing that’s been going through my head for the last few hours.

      I bring the bottle to my lips and take a drink. I’ve been sitting by the pool so long, the sun’s gone down and the beer’s grown hot.

      The French doors open behind me. I don’t need to turn to know who’s coming.

      “How’s Isabela?” I ask without looking over my shoulders.

      “She’s doing okay,” Mayela replies. “Her nerve endings are acting up, and she started getting stabbing pain. It comes with the territory, but Bill, being Bill, he took her in to have the doctor check her.”

      I nod, understanding his concern. Who could fault a man for being concerned over his wife? They’ve been married longer than I’ve been alive.

      “I’m glad she’s okay.” A warm breeze drifts by.

      “I thought I should come by to check on you before going to bed.” She’s always been thoughtful that way. “Ezequiel told me to knock so I don’t interrupt anything.”

      I won’t be living that down anytime soon. While she won’t flat out ask, it’s her own way of digging for details of what happened. “No need to worry. She’s gone.” The words seem to come from somewhere outside myself. I bring the bottle up again, choking down a bitter swallow, in more ways than one.

      She sighs. “I figured as much when I saw you out here on your own.” She hands me a bottle, moving around me to sit on the chair next to mine.

      “Thanks.” This is new territory for me. While my instincts are yelling at me for being a fool, I’m trying my best to do what’s right for her. Elena’s always been different…special.

      “How are you doing with that?” she asks, baring the wound I’m trying to let heal.

      “Fair enough.” I lean forward in the deck chair. “I guess as well as can be expected.” That’s all I can imagine, never having given a damn about a woman before.

      “That girl’s always been your weakness,” she points out.

      “You’re not wrong.” I take a drink, thinking back to when I first met Elena. Pretty, young girl. She would have been sixteen. From what I heard, one of the few that didn’t have a quinceañera because her mama couldn’t afford it. While they made her out to be poor, meek, Elena, she had more spine than most. She was the first person, outside of Mayela, who called me on my shit. If you’re not going to do the work, find another chemistry partner. You may be able to fall back on your daddy’s name, but I don’t have the same luxury. It struck me that that’s exactly what everyone expected. For me to fall back on my father’s name because that’s what people do now. Not because they have a great love for their heritage but because it’s the easy way to do things.

      “I hear you kept her here all weekend.” She takes a sip of her hard apple cider.

      “Yeah. Thought I could get her out of my system.”

      “Didn’t work?”

      “I’ve been sitting out here for hours, talking myself out of driving over to her house, picking her up, and dragging here back here. So no, not by a long shot.”

      “So, why did you let her walk out of your life?”

      “To see if she would.” Even through everything that happened, I thought she’d see the real me. That I wanted her here.

      “And now that she did, you don’t know if she’ll be back.”

      “She will,” I assure her. That’s my one saving grace. My ace in the hole, so to speak.

      “That much faith in your manliness,” she chuckles.

      “Did my best to get her pregnant while I had her here.” Yeah, it may be an asshole move, but after feeling her body close around me, there’s no way I could ever go back.

      “Ay, muchacho,” she says with a note of disappointment.

      “I know.” I exhale. “I should fucking know better.”

      “Language,” she snaps automatically.

      “You don’t give up.” Her need to make me into a polite member of society, even after all these years, still makes me smile sometimes.

      “Despite the rumors people circulated, she’s a nice girl.” Of course, she would have gotten a firsthand account of everything that went on in town, even though she hardly sets foot there. “Not like what you’re used to.” She sniffs.

      She couldn’t let it go at that. “Problem is she really was a nice girl, Mayela. And none of those rumors were true.” I have the sheets to prove it.

      “Why is that a problem?” she asks, frowning.

      “Because I was literally keeping her here,” I confess. She raises a brow. “I manipulated the situation, so I got what I wanted.”

      “Santa Maria, Madre de Dios…” Mayela shakes her head, calling on the Virgin Mary. “Doing what your great-grandpa did isn’t going to work for you. You know that, right?” she says with that authoritative tone in her voice.

      “Yes, I know.” I take a drink from the bottle she handed me. “I didn’t plan on doing it. Things just worked out that way on their own and I went with it.”

      “Things aren’t the same as they were in those years, Addler. A woman doesn’t need a man to raise a child in this day and age. That’s if she decides to follow through with the pregnancy.”

      “I’ve been trying not to think too much about that.” I stop my leg from bouncing, not knowing how long I’ve been doing it to begin with. “Which is what has me sitting out by the pool, drinking by myself.”

      “Well then, the only thing I can say is you can’t start out being an asshole then switch directions and expect her to figure out what you’re doing. You either have to clarify or soldier on as you were.”

      Mayela has a point. While Elena probably saw a side of me nobody else ever has, I don’t know where that’ll get me. If there’s one thing I do know how to do, it’s take what I want.

      “And since we’re talking about it, your great-grandmother confessed that her father left the selling of the ranch to her. So think about who took who.”

      I give a humorless laugh. I guess Mom was right—the women in the family are the ones with the brains.
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      Elena

      “You spent the weekend with Addler de Marco?” Sage had sounded so excited as we got in the security truck and buckled in. “You don’t have to give me any details. I mean, the way you got all stiff when you mentioned you knew him, I guessed something was up.”

      No, I didn’t have to give her a single detail. She kept the conversation up all by herself for the drive back to the office, adding in some colorful commentary along the way. At least Addler didn’t have to follow the speed limit. Sage had to drive twenty-five miles an hour the entire way.

      The moment she switched to talking about Ezequiel, I swear my face burned up again. If Addler hadn’t had his arms around me, I would’ve shot up, giving Ezequiel a complete show. Lord, will I ever stop reliving that moment?

      Daisy claws at the door, whimpering to be let in. Sighing, I get up from the bed and open the door. “Come on, you little troublemaker.” She scampers in, wiggling her tail so hard, her body hooks in one direction then another, making the medals at her collar jiggle.

      She stands, putting her little paws on my thigh as she yips, looking for attention. As much as I want to, I can’t blame Daisy for any of this. It’s not like I hadn’t spent hours imagining what happened with Addler. Well, maybe not exactly the way it played out. I ruffle Daisy’s ears, earning an excited licking.

      Truthfully, it’s me who has the problem. I have too many memories of being called a slut for the last two years of high school. I became popular because half the guys thought I was into doing threesomes, or worse, three guys at once.

      All because Addler got his feelings hurt. He stopped going to school, so I never got the chance to confront him. I don’t know if it was truly malicious, but, once Roxy got wind, the rumor spread like wildfire. It’s what happens when you live in a small town, and everyone knows everyone else’s business.

      Daisy bounds out the door in a jangle of medals. Lonny is probably back. I close the door, not up to dealing with anyone at the moment.

      This feels like I’m hiding all over again. I’m an adult. I should be handling this better. Addler didn’t seem perturbed by either Ezequiel walking in or Sage finding us with his hand on my ass.

      “I’ve got it,” Mom calls out on the way to the door.

      Am I overreacting? Other people in town have relationships without feeling like everyone’s keeping tabs, Mom included. Why should I get bent out of shape?

      Regardless of the dirty trick he pulled to get me to stay, I know things were different this afternoon. I have to go talk to him and hope he’ll actually listen. I check my watch. At this hour, if things work out the way I hope, I may not make it home with enough time to rest before having to get ready for work. I pull a travel bag from the closet and toss in underwear and jeans.

      The hardest part of all this is going to be telling Mom about Addler. After all the whispers and sidelong glances, I had to put up with—we had to put up with—she’s not going to take it very well.

      Her voice distracts me as I’m going back to the closet for a top.

      “You have no business here,” she says, loud enough for me to hear every word. Daisy barks in the background, excited at whatever’s going on.

      I poke my head out the door to make sure she’s okay. I’ve never heard her argue with Lonny.

      “All due respect, ma’am, I’m not leaving until I talk to Elena.”

      Addler. My eyes widen, and my pulse speeds up as I head down the hall.

      “I’m calling the police,” Mom grits between her teeth.

      “Do what you have to,” he tosses back, his voice lacking any emotion.

      “Wait, Mom,” I call out, hurrying the last few steps. “Don’t do that.” I reach the living room to find him by the door, his size dwarfing everything in the small area. He’s impassive as ever.

      “Elena.” His voice is gruff, but he’s here for a reason.

      “I can’t believe—”

      “It’s okay, Mom.” I take a deep breath. “I’m working with Addler.” His shoulders are stiff, and so are hers. I don’t know if I’ll defuse the situation or make it worse. “I spent the weekend with him,” I say as calmly as I can.

      Some of the tension leaves his shoulders. Mom may be having a heart attack; her hand’s at her chest, and her eyes are wide. No words come out, at first, even though her mouth is slightly open.

      Finally, “Elena, what were you thinking?” she says, aghast.
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      Addler

      It’s my damn luck Elena’s mother answers the door. “Hello, Mrs. Santos.”

      The smile on her face disappears. “What do you want, Addler?” Her distaste is evident in the way she says my name. Fine. I’m not here to talk to her. I need Elena. Holding the screen door open, I step in, and she steps back, her expression concerned.

      I need to tread carefully because, regardless of anything that happens, she’ll always be Elena’s mother. And she’ll ultimately be important in her daughter’s life. Hell, if things were different, I’d be pissed at the son of a bitch who dared come here to intimidate Elena’s mother. It just so happens that today, I’m the son of a bitch in question.

      “I’d like to talk to Elena.” A red-haired dog watches cautiously from the doorway. Its eyes are barely visible amid the curls covering it from head to paw. I guess Elena was serious when she mentioned what happened to the receipts. The dog barks, but it’s smart enough to keep a safe distance.

      “I’m sure she has nothing to say to you,” she says, her mouth pinched.

      I doubt Elena would have shared anything that happened over the weekend with her mother. “I’d like to hear that from her.” Not that it’ll stop me from what I intend.

      “You have no business here,” she asserts, loud enough to be heard over the barking.

      “All due respect, ma’am, I’m not leaving until I talk to Elena.”

      “I’m calling the police,” she announces, holding the phone up threateningly.

      “Do what you have to.” This isn’t going to end well, but I’m not leaving here until I have my say.

      “Wait, Mom.” Elena’s voice comes from somewhere down the hall. The dog looks over its shoulder, still barking with excitement at what’s going on. “Don’t do that.” She steps into the room, her face a mask of concern.

      “Elena.” My first instinct is to drag Elena out of here to some place we can talk. Okay, to somewhere I can talk and she can listen. I recognize I’m being an asshole, but if you’re good at something, you stick with it.

      “I can’t believe—”

      “It’s okay, Mom.” Elena takes a deep breath. “I’m working with Addler.” I’m relieved at the admission but concerned about where this will lead the mother and daughter. “I spent the weekend with him,” she says in a soft voice.

      “Elena, what were you thinking?” The way she’s holding her hand to her chest, you’d believe the world crashed down around her.

      Elena licks her lips, as if she’s trying to figure out what to say. I get it now. This is why she’s so uptight.

      “I was thinking I’m an adult,” she says calmly. “I’m old enough to make my own decisions and deal with the consequences.”

      Consequences. Part of me is relieved she mentioned the word because the consequences may be cradled in her arms nine months from now. It offers me hope that she’s willing to give the future a chance because I plan to be standing next to her at the time.

      “But he’s a de Marco,” her mother continues, as if I’m not standing a few feet away. “You know his intentions aren’t good.”

      That’s where she’s wrong. “You’re right, Mrs. Santos,” I interrupt. “I used an underhanded tactic to get her out there.”

      “What a surprise.” My admission earns me a scathing glare.

      I should feel bad about what I did, but I don’t. If I’d followed my gut, I’d still have her at home, tucked into bed—my bed. She belongs to me; it just took me a while to realize it. “Say what you will, ma’am, but she’s my woman, and I’m not leaving without her.”

      Elena turns to me, her gaze covering my face. “Addler…”

      The door opens, cutting her off. Going on instinct, I step forward, angling my body to block whoever’s coming in. It turns out to be Bill, his breathing ragged, as if he hauled ass across the road to get here.

      “Bill, what are you doing here?” Elena asks, surprised by his sudden appearance.

      He lets himself in, cell phone in hand.

      “I texted him,” her mother snaps.

      Bill’s sharp eyes take in my protective stance. “Looks like you two worked things out.” He smiles.

      “You knew about this,” Mrs. Santos demands.

      He shakes his head. “Only for the last couple of hours.”

      She looks across the three of us, her mouth a thin line. I can only imagine the trouble Elena would have to face if she was doing this on her own.

      “Has everyone lost their ever-loving minds?” she asks, exasperated.

      “Mom, I—”

      “It wasn’t—” I begin.

      “Neither one of you—” she cuts us off.

      “Stop,” Bill yells, loud enough to bring us to a halt. He takes a second to catch his breath then addresses me. “I think it’s time to have a conversation with these ladies.”

      I tighten my hold on Elena’s waist. He shouldn’t have to do this. “Bill, that isn’t necessary.”

      “I think it’s time,” he clarifies.

      Elena glances from him to me. “What am I missing?” she asks, concern in every word.

      “I don’t know,” her mother adds with disapproval. “But I’m not liking it one bit.”

      “Now, Annie,” Bill says, trying to placate her.

      “Don’t you ‘now, Annie’ me,” she snaps. “This boy made Elena’s life a living hell.” If looks could kill, I’d be shriveled up into a pile of dust. “Have you forgotten?”

      “You know that’s not true,” Bill says, taking a stand.

      Meanwhile, I turn to Elena, needing to understand what her mother’s talking about.
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      Elena

      Addler remains silent. The expectant expression on his face confuses me. How could he think there would be no repercussions to his angry comment in a town the size of Nueces?

      “What Addler has been reluctant to tell y’all,” Bill says, “is that he got into an altercation with Antonio Mendoza all those years ago.”

      I gasp. “I never heard anything about it.” A surprise in itself, considering how people around here like to talk.

      “The Mendoza boy thought he could rile Addler and decided to use you as bait,” Bill explains.

      “Me?” I’m shocked. “How did he use me?”

      The muscles on Addler’s jaw tense. “He claimed to have been with you after prom,” he says, choosing his words carefully, likely for Mom’s sake. “And that his two goons were there also.”

      My eyes widen. “He told you that?” Anger bubbles up inside me even though it all happened years ago. That’s where he got the idea.

      “Well, it was clear you’d said no to going with me.”

      Reluctant excitement pulses inside me. “I didn’t think you were serious,” I explain. “Even Marcy, my best friend back then, laughed when I told her I thought you’d asked me.”

      He frowns. “Why would she laugh?”

      I’m almost embarrassed to say this in front of him. “Why would someone like you, with your looks and your family, ask me out?” I hitch a shoulder. “I mean, you were always surrounded by cheerleaders, and people like that.” I still remember his entourage. One cheerleader or another was always trailing behind him. Why would he be interested in the nerdy chick who always ate away her problems. “I was…a nobody.”

      “You weren’t a nobody to me.” His expression turns hard. “And you need better friends.”

      He’s not wrong. I was giddy, and she burst out laughing, completely shredding the bit of self-confidence I’d mustered. “In my defense, I wasn’t even sure you were asking me out. You just asked if I was going.”

      “And you said no,” he counters.

      “‘So if I was to ask you, you’d say no’ isn’t an invitation,” I remind him.

      “It was the first time I’d actually been the one to ask someone out. I screwed it up.” His annoyed grimace brings a smile to my face. “You still said no,” he tacks on.

      The sense of loss grows inside me. “I wasn’t going. We really couldn’t afford it.” 

      Mom’s expression turns thoughtful as she ruffles the curls on Daisy’s head.

      “We heard she wanted to go, and knew the situation,” Bill chimes in. “So, Isabela and I got her the dress.”

      Addler nods, picking up on the story. “Still, you went with Tony.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I went, but he offered to give a bunch of us a ride home at the end of the night.” Most had been only too happy to get to ride in the new sports car. “He purposely left me as the last stop.” I give him a wry smile. “And he wasn’t too happy when I said no to what he wanted.” I’d ended up walking the rest of the way home that night, since I wouldn’t put out.

      “Well, a couple of days later, Tony decided to use that to goad Addler,” Bill continues the story. “And got more than he expected.”

      “Why would he do that?” Mom asks.

      “Tony was the captain of the football team,” I explain.

      “The big man on campus,” Bill adds.

      “Until Addler showed up.” I remember Tony seething at the mere mention of Addler’s name. Worse, they’re neighbors. Their ranches bump up against each other in the southern section, all the way down to the Rio Grande. “Coach kept going on about how Addler could have turned the team around.”

      “Oh. So, he was jealous,” Mom concludes.

      “Exactly.” Bill nods. “After everything happened, Antonio Senior, the boy’s grandfather, called to say his grandson had been assaulted.” 

      Mom’s lips tighten in disapproval.

      Bill continues, “Mayela, my sister-in-law, gave me the rundown, telling me how Addler was defending Elena’s honor.”

      Mom lowers her gaze while I turn to Addler. “I didn’t know,” I whisper.

      “You weren’t supposed to,” he states, squeezing my waist.

      “I found myself in a precarious position.” Bill exhales. “Obviously, I could be called out for being biased, over both of you.” He waves a hand, indicating us. “Now, this next part of the story doesn’t leave this room, you understand?” He gives each of us a hard look.

      “Yes,” both Addler and I reply.

      “Of course,” Mom says.

      “I told the old man one of Tony’s friends admitted they set up Addler then ganged up on him.” He pauses. “Which wasn’t true.”

      “Isn’t that what happened?” I ask him, confused.

      “Yes, but nobody admitted it,” he clarifies. “Once they thought someone turned, they decided not to go forward with charges. The old man sold the car, and they made up the story about the accident to explain the bruises and broken bones.” Bill grins. “Addler beat the tar outta ’em.”

      I turn to Addler. “Were you hurt? You didn’t go back to school.”

      “I took a few punches, but mostly I was confined to hard labor on the ranch.” He exhales. “I’d caused one too many problems for my father’s peace of mind.”

      “Addler,” Mom speaks up, straightening her shoulders. “I’m sorry I misjudged you. I hope you can forgive me.”

      Addler nods. “I understand. You were standing up for your daughter.”

      “Roxanne told me you’d said I hooked up with Tony and the other football players,” I chime in, supporting Mom.

      “Me?” He’s taken aback. “I haven’t spoken to Roxy since I said no to taking her to prom.”

      “Hrmph, Roxy,” Mom scoffs, waving in dismissive hand. “Ofrecida.”

      Well, nobody can deny she was giving it away when we were in school. Addler and I just got caught up in petty jealousy.

      Mom turns to Bill, annoyed. “Why didn’t you tell me all this?”

      “I told you time and again he didn’t do it. You just refused to listen.”

      “This doesn’t change why I’m here.” Addler’s hold on me tightens as Mom and Bill continue to bicker. “I came to get you.”

      “Really?” I tease. “What if I hadn’t been ready to go willingly?”

      As much as he tries to clear his expression, his golden eyes give him away. “I. Came. To. Get. You.”

      I run my hand along his chin. “Think I can have a minute to finish packing?”

      “Finish?” His eyebrows shoot up. “You were already packing?”

      “Yes. Wasn’t sure if you were up to talking to me, after the way I left.” I wince. “Or what time I’d end up heading home.”

      “You mean, if you’d be heading home.”

      My face burns as Mom rolls her eyes. “That, too.”
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers. 

        Thanks for reading!
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      Elena

      “I’ve asked you all here for what is, in essence, a secret meeting,” Addler says, addressing everyone. “What’s said here should not leave the group.”

      The six of us nod our heads.

      “Derrick Stockton, Nicole Fuentes,” he says, going around the room. “Ezequiel Mata, Sage Donohue, Bill Connors, Elena Santos, and I’m Addler de Marco.”

      We all nod or share a smile to the others in the room.

      “In a couple of hours, Simon Kelly, Derrick’s brother, will be arriving to announce the construction division has been sold, and I’m the new owner. What we’re asking you to do is help check on locations where Kelly Oil & Gas has been doing business. Derrick and Nicole found an anomaly in the books. Money’s being manipulated within the organization. We need to confirm the work being done on paper is actually being done in the field before he can move forward.”

      “What kind of work are we looking for?” Sage asks, her brow furrowed. “Or how much money are we talking?”

      “Millions, tens of millions, actually.”

      Sage’s mouth drops open.

      Ezequiel runs his hand down his face.

      Bill drops his chin onto his chest.

      I take Addler’s hand, squeezing his fingers as Derrick and Nicole glance at each other.

      “And, unfortunately, we don’t have much time to do it,” Derrick adds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        For updates on Derrick and Nicole then Ezequiel and Sage sign up for my newsletter!

      

        

      
        Start the Blood Ties Series with Stealing Iris.
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      DAMON COLDWELL is the richest a-hole in Manhattan.⁠

      I wish I knew that before we hooked up...⁠

      The night before I started my new job.⁠

      Now Mr. Dark and Handsome isn't only Manhattan's problem—he's my boss.⁠

      And I'm possibly the biggest game he's ever played.⁠

      

      AVA MONROE should be the heir to my biggest competition.⁠

      Unfortunately for her, she's a meek little mouse in New York's jungle...⁠

      And I am the goddamn lion king. I'll destroy anything that threatens my throne. Including the princess I let into my court.⁠

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          

      

    

    







            AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      The bar is buzzing. The dimness is sliced through with colored rays of light that punctuate the fast-paced beat of the music. Pinnacle is one of the most popular bars with the affluent Manhattanites.

      “I still can’t believe you’re going rogue. Are you sure you want to walk out on your dad?” Lacie asks, looking around the bar for any of her clients. She likes to keep a close eye on them during season. Who knew ballers were such hard-core partiers?

      “He didn’t give me much choice.”

      “I know you wanted that promotion, but going to his competitor seems extreme.” Taking a sip of her old-fashioned, she pins me with the kind of sorry smile that makes me certain I’m making the best decision for me.

      “Dad picked Marsh over me. He picked my fiancé over me—his daughter. His flesh and blood.”

      “I know that sucks, babe. And believe me, I’m fucking livid for you, but it all feels like so much. You’re walking away from Monroe Pub and Marsh…”

      The espresso martini I’m sucking down burns a little more with the anger blazing in the pit of my stomach. “I’m not walking away from Monroe. I am a Monroe—it’s impossible to walk away from my name. I have a plan, and in the end, I’ll be sitting right where I should be…heading my family’s company.”

      “And Marsh?”

      “Marsh can go to hell. He should never have accepted that promotion. He knew what it meant to me…what it means…and he still took it.” Yeah, the asshole can rot when I’m done. “He betrayed me.”

      Raising her hand at one of the waiters, she indicates for him to bring us another round of drinks. “Is CPM going to make you happy again?”

      I think of my new job at Coldwell Press & Media, and I smile. “Yes, it’s going to make me happier because in spite of all this, I am happy.”

      “You’re always happy.”

      “Silver linings, Lace,” I remind her with a chuckle.

      The waiter returns with his shirt half-unbuttoned so that his washboard abs are on show, and damn, he’s hot. The kind of hot that’s pleasant to look at but that invariably makes you feel self-conscious.

      “Thanks,” she croons at the besotted guy, batting her golden eyes while she brushes through her copper curls.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, this will be all…for now.”

      After the waiter walks away, she holds up her drink and sings, “Here’s to kicking ass and getting laid.”

      “Getting laid?” I almost spit my martini.

      It’s only been a few weeks since I threw my thirty-three-carat engagement ring at my fiancé’s smug face, and even if he is an asshole, I haven’t thought about moving on.

      “Babe, this is the best time to get out there and make the most out of life. You’re twenty-nine, Ava, have some fun. Fuck and live a little.”

      “Fuck and live a little?”

      “Cheers to that!” Lacie touches her glass to mine and without ceremony finishes her drink.

      We chat about everything and nothing while she keeps a lookout. The waiter comes back a few times with fresh drinks. We’re finishing up the last round when her phone starts going crazy.

      “I’ll go get another round,” I tell her as she answers it.

      “I won’t be long.”

      “It’s okay,” I assure her while I readjust my dress. It’s a pointless task because as I stand, the low back cowls lower, and I feel the AC flutter the golden ivory silk over my ass.

      It’s one of Lacie’s good-time dresses—the ones she wears after a breakup and she wants to forget the asshole.

      Shouldering my miniature Chanel purse, I head for the bar, trying not to flash my goods. This dress is indecently short and barely covers my boobs.

      “Don’t forget the shooters,” she calls behind me.

      Pulling up to the bar behind a group of women, I check my own phone. There’s nothing. No surprise given I’ve upset my family. It’s the only remorse I hold over my decision.

      It takes the group a while to decide on what they’re drinking. The straight vodka shots they shoot back have them making a choky, giggling scene.

      Who even shoots vodka outside of college?

      “God help us all.” I look up toward the low, rumbling voice and pause.

      Dark eyes peer down on me with a chiseled, dark stubble-framed pout. Heat flares high on my cheeks, and all I can hear over the heavy suggestive beat of the music is my speeding heart.

      “Yeah,” I manage to croak with a shake of my head.

      What is wrong with me?

      The party girls move along with their fruity concoctions waving in the air. I’m not sure what to do. Do I let him go ahead of me? Do I push forward?

      Before I can decide, a large, warm hand hovers over the base of my spine. The radiating heat causes goose bumps to prickle up my back, setting the roots of my hair ablaze with awareness.

      Without touching me the handsome stranger guides me forward. There’s enough space for him to stand beside me at the bar, but he stays angled behind me so his elbow perches on the bar as he leans forward, his shoulder touching my shoulder blade.

      At five foot nine, I’m tall, but he is taller. And when he crouches to my level, his thigh tucks to the back of mine, below my ass, like he’s ready to catch me if my legs give.

      “What are you drinking?” Fire licks at my insides at the cool gravel of his voice.

      I’m in a mute stupor when a bartender stops in front of us. “Same again?” he asks, looking between the two of us before he settles on the man beside me.

      Readjusting himself, Mr. Dark and Handsome skims his body across mine so that he’s leaning on the bar sideways. Taller and broader, he looks down on me.

      “Uhhh, yes—” I take a deep breath. “—please. Umm…an espresso martini, an old-fashioned and…” I sigh, embarrassed after his remark at the other women. “And six tequilas. Orange instead of lime, please.”

      I don’t even have to look to know that Mr. D and H is assessing my order.

      “Celebrating?”

      Turning to him, I stagger back a little, bumping into the guy on my other side.

      “Sorry,” I apologize over my shoulder before stepping forward again. My cheeks are burning so red that my vision is blurred around the edges.

      Dark eyes crinkle at the corners which is odd because he doesn’t look much older than me. But yet, there’s something about him that makes me feel small and young and like he could wolf me down without even having to chew.

      With his eyes smoldering into mine, I’m entirely transfixed. I have to force myself to look the other way. Lacie’s pacing with her phone to her ear, her free hand waving about like she’s schooling some poor bastard. When she finds me, she nods at the stranger beside me and wiggles on the spot.

      I can’t ask him to dance.

      “Do it!” she mouths before carrying on with her phone call.

      A low, rumbling laugh has me turning back to the man giving me his attention.

      “We’ll have an espresso martini.” Mr. D and H gestures at the bartender, who’s only just pouring the tequilas. “Glenfiddich 50—no ice—and two tequilas: one orange and one lime.”

      Gaze narrowing on mine, he comes closer and asks, “Would you like anything else? Water maybe?”

      With his proximity all I can see is his mouth. My fingers itch to scratch at his thick stubble, and when he breathes out, I devour his expelled breath greedily—almost choking on the smoked oaky air.

      “That’s all.”

      A moment goes by where I take him in. I roam my sight over the sharp contours of his face, sculpted lips, and perfect Roman nose. There’s a kind of familiar kindling in my mind, but I don’t know if it’s the alcohol or the dim lights…I can’t put my finger on what it is.

      “Have we met before?”

      Chuckling, he hands me one of the tequila shooters. The orange slice sits on the thickly salt-crusted rim.

      “It’s New York—there’s no such thing as strangers. You’ve either been face-to-face or in the same room as a person a handful of times before you actually meet them.” Raising his own shot, he clinks it to mine, watching while I lick across the rim of my glass. He does the same, and we both shoot the warming tart liquid.

      Sucking the remainder of the salt and lime from his lips, he hums before he says, “Nice to meet you…”

      “Lacie,” I blurt.

      I’m not sure why I lie, but I do, and I don’t feel in the least terrible about it. In fact, the thought of spending time with this man without him knowing who I am thrills me. Maybe it’s the aftereffect of the tequila, but my insides fizz and my core pulses with the quirk of his brow.

      Reaching across the narrowing space between us, he swipes his thumb down the fullest part of my lip to my chin. Without removing his heated gaze from mine, he takes it to his mouth and sucks the side of it.

      “Henry.” Handing me the espresso martini, he takes his own drink, and then just as he guided me to the bar before, he sweeps me across the busy bar to a glass-ensconced corner.

      The view is spectacular. Overlooking a dark Central Park, the lights on the other side appear like fairy lights suspended from the black sky. And still, it’s not enough to hold my attention. I just want to look at Henry.

      Henry.

      Something about the name doesn’t seem right. Like it doesn’t fit him. Wrong almost, but then the old regality of it makes sense. Everything about him is majestic—even the prurient actions. Like licking his thumb after touching me. Or the way his body molds mine without physically touching me.

      “What’s your story, Lacie?” The lull of my friend’s name on his lips makes me regret not giving him mine. I’m jealous of the way the two syllables drip with sex and seduction.

      I’m not sure whether he truly is trying to seduce me, but if he is, it’s working. I’m primed and ready.

      Ask him to dance.

      Blinking back at him, I swallow down the request for a dance, and instead I ask, “My story?”

      “Why is a woman like you drinking in a bar filled with girls chasing fame and money?” The luring depth of his onyx stare traps me in a speechless second.

      “Celebrating.”

      “Let me guess…” he breathes, coming closer. “A promotion?”

      There’s a cryptic tilt to his crooked grin that’s wicked. Almost like he already knows all the shit that’s happened in the last month and his question is but a way to keep me talking.

      “Actually, no. Not a promotion. My asshole fiancé stole that from me.”

      Henry takes my drink and sits it on the high table along with his. “He’s a sack of shit, and you probably deserve better.”

      “Probably?” Pressing closer to him, I rock back on my heels so I can see his full face. And again, that bolt of familiarity shoots straight through me. Twisting my insides, lighting my senses until every single one of my pores burns and the urge to touch him is impossible to resist.

      I push my bloodred manicured finger into his chest, swallowing down the gasp that bubbles up my throat from the smallest of touches.

      “If I knew you better, I would say he’s not only an asshole—”

      “And a sack of shit.” I sway a little with the way my legs turn to Jell-O when his hands bracket my hips.

      “And a sack of shit, but he’s clearly stupid. Now, Lacie.” He licks his lips like the name on them makes him hungry. “You don’t strike me as a stupid woman, or a woman who humors stupidity. So, I’d say he did you a favor.”

      “He did,” I utter when he pulls me flush to him.

      Beneath his black shirt and jeans, his body is hard, and I really want to become acquainted with it in a way that I have never really wanted before. Not even with Marsh.

      Our chests press together with every breath, rubbing and squeezing until my nipples are furled so tight that the friction between us aches.

      “You can have better,” he says, looking down on me, his focus sweeping from my face to my boobs. The shadows of his face darken, and at the same time as his hands round to the top my ass, I roll onto my toes.

      “Are you better, Henry?” Tilting my face to within a breath from his, I melt into him.

      Henry swipes his tongue along his bottom lip with a smirk, and the humid heat of it clings to the contours of my mouth like static pulling us together.

      “Are you going to ask me to dance?”

      “You look like the kind of man that likes to control the situation.”

      “Actually, I couldn’t give a fuck about control.” I’m momentarily thrown back by his remark, and my stare darts from his glistening lips to his eyes. Maybe he’s telling the truth, but the way his eyes bore into mine…it doesn’t add up.

      I’d ask, but the thrill is in the mystery and the knowledge that after tonight and whatever this is, I may never see him again. He’ll never know who I am. This will be a fun blip in my otherwise tame life.

      Turning in his arms, I press my back to his front, tilting my head on his shoulder so that my lips graze the line of his jaw as I tell him, “Let’s dance.”
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      The traffic is a disaster. It’s my first day, and I can’t be tardy.

      “This cannot be happening,” I grit out, taking out enough cash to cover the cab fare and tip. I can see the office tower a couple of blocks away, and it would take me less time to rush in my heels than sit here agonizing over my first impression.

      “I’ll walk from here,” I tell the driver, handing him the money before I get out.

      It takes all of seven minutes, groaning lungs and a sore shoulder from running into every possible person. Pulling my security card out, I freeze as a familiar scent throws me back to last night. Amber and freshly chopped wood. Like sap, the scent sticks to my senses. I’m looking around, but apart from the throbbing ache between my thighs…there’s nothing.

      Get your shit together! I tell myself as I go through the barriers and straight to the elevators. I keep telling it to myself in one of the elevator’s packed corners. Just when I think we’re done and the doors are about to close, two guys press inside. Everyone shuffles closer together as one walks in backward, laughing at whatever the other has said.

      That deep laugh…

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.” The one facing me looks up, and his eyes narrow before he smiles.

      “Sometimes if you want the job done right, you got to do it yourself.”

      That voice…

      “I bet it was a hardship.” The guy smiling at me cocks his head to the side like he’s trying to see me through the crowd or over them. “A real hardship.”

      The elevator fails to stop at all the floors people have requested, shooting right to the top where the two men get out. Luckily, I’m only two floors down and next to get out.

      Claude, the HR woman I’ve been dealing with since signing my contract, is waiting for me at the front desk. With the exception of the glass walls and floor-to-ceiling windows, the place is a polished concrete box. Hard and cold with the letters CPM frosted over most of the partitioning glass and Coldwell Press emblazoned across the front desk in a luminous orange hue that is the only focus of the large space.

      “Miss Monroe!” The older woman holds out her hand, already walking ahead before I shake it.

      “Please, call me Ava.”

      “We’re running a little behind this morning. We had an issue with the servers, and it caused havoc. I wanted to show you around properly, but I won’t have time. So, it will be this floor for now, and when we have the weekly meeting later, I’ll show you around the meeting rooms and executive floor.”

      I keep following and absorbing the things she points out around the floor.

      “Don’t worry, it’s a debrief of what’s on the agenda. The management like to know the pipeline.”

      I’m not worried. I’m more than prepared.

      “Makes sense.”

      Claude introduces me to the other editors—all men, of course—and to the team of assistants that keep this floor running. Before I know it, the entire day has flown by with IT taking up a good portion of my morning and lunch.

      It’s so quiet here compared to the bustle at Monroe where the editors aren’t on a floor of their own.

      Shuffling the papers and files around my desk, I try to ignore the tight squeeze of my heart. Leaving Monroe wasn’t easy. I miss it terribly, but I needed to make this move. Even if to merely prove to myself that in spite of what happened, I’m as good as I believe myself to be.

      “Knock, knock!” I look up to find one of the other editors leaning into my open doorway. “Owen…in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “Hi, Owen.”

      “So, you ready for the meeting?” He leans on the edge of the glass wall. “Even if you have shit, you always take something, or Coldwell will chew your ass.”

      “I have something.” I gather the files I worked on over the last couple of weeks. I knew I wouldn’t be able to walk through the door empty-handed.

      “Ooooh,” he croons with a high-pitched whistle as I round my desk and start for the elevators. “And here I thought you were the token female of the floor.” Owen shoulders me. His hand wraps around me, and oddly I don’t find it too much too soon.

      “Token female?”

      “Yeah, they have me—the token queer—and they used to have Marcella—the token female slash exec slut.”

      We head up to the top floor.

      “Rumor has it she was banging one of the gods and it went sour.” Shrugging, he exits the elevator, and I follow him past the front desk of this floor. It’s identical to ours, except all the glass is frosted with the company logo etched in orange.

      “Rumor has…” He nods me forward with him as he walks through the floor like it’s ours. “Rumor has it that you jumped ship because Monroe is sinking.”

      What?

      “I’m not judging,” he adds. “I would too.”

      “I didn’t jump ship; I made a career decision…for me.” I add that last bit because rumors are worse than boils on the ass…or herpes. “And Monroe is doing fine.”

      “Transparency is the foundation here, Ava.”

      “You realize I’ve had my interview and got the job, right?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t get why you’d leave your house for ours if it is fine.”

      “I left because I’d capped out and I want more.”

      We sit on one side of the long boardroom. While Owen goes about spreading his stack of manuscripts and files, I leave mine closed in front of me with my sheet of notes sitting on top.

      Claude enters followed by a petite brunette who sits on the other side, opposite Owen. The two other editors walk in; one is on the phone talking loudly to a client. The other carries his laptop in, still opened as he one-handed types away.

      “Ava,” Claude calls from where she’s sitting beside the other woman. “This is Francesca Wilson, the CFO.”

      “Hello.” I smile.

      “Good to meet you. I wasn’t sure what Damon was thinking, but I see that maybe he was right.” Nodding at the table, she adds, “You’ve come prepared.”

      Damon Coldwell—New York’s most elusive bachelor. Apparently, he’s an asshole too, or so I’ve heard.

      The man from this morning walks in with the same smirky smile on his face. Something about him sets me on edge.

      “This is—” Claude begins her introduction when a deep gravelly voice cuts in from behind me. “Miss Monroe.”

      Heart dropping to my stomach I feel as though the ground has disappeared from beneath me and I’m plummeting through all forty-eight floors.

      It can’t be, I tell myself as I search the reflection in the glass for him, and when I find the same dark stare I lusted over last night, I know it is.

      His scent envelops me as he meanders around the boardroom table to stand in front of me.

      “Ava.” He says my name like it’s always been on the tip of his tongue, and all the regret from not giving it to him last night consumes me until I’m having to exert myself to hold in my shock. “Good to see you again.”

      Did he know who I was the whole time? Maybe he’s put two and two together…

      The bolt of familiarity from last night strikes with a vengeance, lighting me on fire.

      I’m lost in my thoughts and wonderings when a sharp stab gets me right in the ankles. I shake myself loose from the grip of my spinning mind to find a large, tanned hand extended my way. A hand that knows more of my body than it should.

      Shit.

      Fuck.

      What the hell?

      All I can picture as I look into his eyes, placing my hand in his, is the way his body pinned me against the wall. The way his stubble felt over my sensitive skin.

      The squeeze of his hand around mine draws me back to the here and now. I don’t need a mirror to know that I’m beet red, and I certainly don’t need to look around to know that every person in this room is thinking of me in the exact same way they thought of my predecessor.

      Exec slut.

      I feel as though I’m about to implode with my nails digging into his flesh. I hope it hurts even if the grin on his face hitches higher and wider.

      “Damon Coldwell,” he rumbles with a harder squeeze that has me retracting my hand. “Should we get down to business?”

      Damon or Henry or whatever the fuck his name is doesn’t bat an eyelid throughout the entire meeting. There are no signs that he’s surprised at my presence. There’s no look or lingering stare that says he’s thinking of the way his hands cupped my ass while we fucked in a dark corner of some upscale bar. There’s nothing but a stone-clad front that is all business.

      The boardroom empties. While everyone else filters out, Owen sits looking at me with that gossip-hungry ogle that nails in the fact that this is a disaster. This is a horrific mistake, and I screwed up.

      I’m mortified, and the longer I try to work the situation out in my head, the more the realization sets in.

      He knew who I was last night. He had to, or he would’ve been as thrown back as me.

      “What just happened?” Owen asks as I stand.

      “Nothing.”

      “Didn’t look like nothing.”

      “I guess not everything always appears as it is.” Leaving him gawking in my wake, I storm out of the room.

      With no clue as to where I’m going, I head for the front desk. I’m about to leave when I see him enter the office at the very end of the hall. There’s no second thought or pause when I stalk past his assistant into the office.

      Holy shit.

      There’s another assistant and solid walls and heavy wood doors. No glass and transparency. And I know without a doubt that I’ve entered the Devil’s lair. I feel it in my bones and my pulsing flesh.

      “How can I help you?” The middle-aged man stands from behind his desk. “If you have any issues, I would be happy to point you to the right person or—”

      “Come in, Miss Monroe,” the Devil speaks from the intercom on the desk.

      Standing in debate of which door to go into, I’m trembling. My nerves fray a little more, and following the direction his assistant points me in, I spit out my thanks.

      “How can I help you, Lacie?” he has the audacity to chuckle as he pours himself a drink.

      It’s all the confirmation I needed to know he’s playing some kind of game. Why else would he pretend he didn’t know me?

      “Cut the shit, Henry!”

      My thoughts are screaming, my brain racing a hundred miles a second making it impossible for me to voice any of the things running through my mind. The longer I stand here, the more my tongue swells and curls in my mouth, threatening to choke me.

      “My contract has a three-month trial clause. I’m taking it.”

      Ire stains his laugh as he sits on the edge of his desk, sipping his drink while assessing me from head to toe.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “Take a moment, think it through…”

      “There’s nothing to think about. You knew who I was last night.”

      “If I remember correctly, you chose to withhold your identity.” With a sigh, he stands and rounds his desk, pulling his chair out. “Come.”

      There’s no way I’m getting any closer to him. I might hate him, but my stomach is still flipping and twisting like it did last night. Even if I want to tear him to shreds, my body is throbbing for him.

      “I’d like to show you something that might change your mind.” He waits beside his chair, his charcoal suit tailored to his impeccable body with the cuffs of his white shirt peeking slightly. He truly is a sinful sight, just like he fucks.

      “Come, Ava,” he orders in his deep gravel. “Sit. I’d hate for you to make the wrong decision.”

      Approaching with caution, I do all I can to avoid contact, but he doesn’t need to lay a single finger on me for me to feel him as though he is draped all over me and my senses.

      The moment I take a seat, he sits on his desk. His pants strain around his thick thighs as he watches me like he’s appreciating the sight, and for a second I’m lost to him. A shallow insignificant flash because when he taps a key on his keyboard, my attention goes to the screen.

      Blood congealing in my veins, I feel the world tilt and fall off its axis for the second time today.

      The black-and-white footage isn’t all that clear, but it’s enough that I can see the scene we made together. My face is recognizable, and the rake of his stubble on my neck that I’ve been fantasizing over is clearly a ploy to keep his identity hidden.

      I’m sick to my stomach. Ice pounds in my veins, and the whooshing in my ears drums daggers into my head.

      “You son of a—”

      “Be very careful, Miss Monroe,” Damon cuts me off.

      Looking up at the smug bastard, all the things that made him irresistible make him just as repugnant to me.

      “What do you want?”

      “You.” His stare bores into mine with no quibble. “Until I no longer require you, or that video will be the next big thing. It would be a shame for your career to be lost to scandal.”

      “Why are you…”

      “Insurance.”

      “For what?”

      “For one, I wouldn’t want you jeopardizing my company, and we don’t want you running back to Daddy either.”

      I desperately blink back the burning tears stabbing at my eyes.

      “Go home, Ava. Think long and hard about your future and make the right decision. For you and for Monroe, I’d hate to destroy what’s left of it. And I will.”

      Putting his drink in my hand, he leaves me staring at the screen as he disappears out of his office.

      This can’t be happening. It can’t be.

      But as the video restarts, there’s no doubt that it is.
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Two weeks later…

        

      

    

    
      Lacie and I sit in the corner of a little café opposite Central Park. The small space is decorated in a New England style with a menu that brings summer to life in the city all year round. It’s one of our favorite spots. Many a shit day at work and bad breakup has been commiserated here. And since I called her the afternoon Damon blindsided me with…everything, we’ve come here almost every other day.

      Although she’s claiming to be cool about my decision to stay on, it’s obvious she’s biting her tongue. Not very Lacie-like, but I appreciate it. The last thing I need right now is my best friend’s judgment.

      “And he still hasn’t spoken to you?” she asks with her forkful of salad suspended by her mouth.

      “Nope. Nada.”

      I push my plate away because every time I think of Damon-fucking-Coldwell, my appetite disappears. And it’s happening a lot lately. I can’t stop thinking about him for all the wrong reasons. It’s bordering on obsession.

      I want to tear his hair out strand by strand, while at the same time, I ache over his godlike fucking. He’s as repugnant as he is irresistible. And I’m that stupid mouse that sees the death trap and still goes for the cheese.

      Fucking idiot.

      “At least the prick knows to keep his distance.” Sighing, she reaches for my hand. “Silver lining?”

      My eyes line with tears through my smile. “The whole world hasn’t seen me fuck my boss in public?”

      “I got a better one.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah.” Her grin is rueful. “You’re going to kick major ass, and when all is said and done, your dad will beg you to go back and you’ll destroy that lying sleaze.”

      “Until then, I better get back to the office.”

      “Ugh, I don’t want to go back to work. I want wine and Netflix,” she whines, following me out of the café.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, playoffs are around the corner, and every fucker wants something.”

      “Isn’t that good?”

      “For business? Yes. For me? No. Good news is that after this season, I’ll be the highest-grossing agent. The man children will all have to give me the credit I deserve.”

      We pause by a stopping cab. The passenger gets out, and as I’m about to get in, a hand grasps my arm. “Ava?”

      “Hi,” I say before I turn around, spinning on the spot to find one of my clients from Monroe. “Robert. How are you?”

      “All the better for seeing you.”

      “How’s the book coming along?” Being one of the longest-serving news anchors on American television, this man knows more about everything than a person should. The first part of his memoir is one of the most anticipated biographies, and the fact I landed him is the remedy I needed to perk me up.

      “It’s coming…slower without you. I keep telling your father that Mar—”

      “Miss! Are you in or out?” the cab driver yells out of the window.

      “Anyway, I better let you go.” His wrinkled hand squeezes my shoulder, and I know I shouldn’t do it, but with me being a Monroe and all, I wasn’t made to sign a noncompete. It wasn’t written into my contract. Besides, I’m not poaching Robert, I’m just making sure that all the work he’s put into his manuscript doesn’t go to waste.

      “Here.” I extend one of my new business cards. Concrete gray with the orange CPM logo foiled across it. “Friend to friend, if you ever need anything, call me. Okay?”

      He holds it up, looking it over with a squint. “You’re a good girl, Ava Monroe.” He sounds like my gramps, and it’s another thing that makes me smile.

      “Miss!”

      “I better go,” I tell him, sliding into the taxi. “Remember, you can call me anytime.”

      “Take care, Ava.” He wanders into the café we just left, and right as the driver is pulling away, I see them—Damon’s right-hand man and Marsh.

      What the hell are they doing together?

      With Lacie on a call, I pull up Marsh’s social media accounts and search for Dexter Thorpe and their connection.

      “Eww, what the fuck are you doing?” Lacie snatches my phone out of my hand. “Babe, you don’t ever stalk your slimy ex on social media. Unfriend and unfollow right the fuck now, Ava!”

      “I’m not stalking.” I try to grab my phone back, but she scoots to the other side of the car.

      “Who’s Dexter Thorpe? And why are we searching for him?”

      “I’m searching for him; you’re invading my privacy.”

      “It’s my job as best-bitch-friend. But seriously, who is he? He’s got entitled douche-canoe stamped all over him.”

      “He’s the VP of CPM.”

      “And?”

      “And he and Marsh just walked into the café together…after Robert.”

      “So…”

      “Nothing, I guess. It just seems odd.”

      “They went to college together.” She shrugs, passing me my phone with Dexter’s profile open.

      They both attended Stanford at the same time. I scroll down, but the rest of his profile is set to private. Damn!

      Maybe it’s coincidence. Robert lives close by, and the café is popular enough that you have to make a reservation.

      “Unfriend.”

      “What?”

      “Unfriend Marsh. I’m not letting you get out until you’ve done it and I’ve seen it.” Her brow quirks as she watches me follow her orders.

      “Just so you know, this isn’t exactly mature behavior.”

      “Petty is my middle name.” She sticks her tongue out at me as I slip my phone back into my purse and get out of the car.

      “Try bitch too,” I spit at her with a wave, and because she always has to have the last word she yells, “I don’t need to try, I own that shit.”
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      Robert has called me almost every day the past week. While I have no intention of taking him from Monroe, I also have no wish to give Damon the impression that I’m helping the competition on his time.

      In order to avoid any issues, I’ve met Robert during my lunch and a few days after work. With my schedule filling up, I’ve had to arrange to meet him at a coffee shop on the same block as CPM. I really don’t have the time to be going a lot farther from the office. And the less time spent in a taxi, the more time I have to help Robert.

      He’s one of the most interesting people I know, and the more I read of his life, the more in awe I am of him.

      “This is great,” I laugh at one of the more humorous memories he’s shared. “Casanova Robert is funny and charming.”

      “I had my moments.” Looking up at me from his MacBook, his stare stills on mine for a second too long for it to be acknowledgement or conversational politeness. “Ava,” he murmurs before clearing his throat.

      My heartbeat increases because that’s how my dad sounded when he told me he was giving Marsh the VP position. “Is everything okay?”

      “You have worked so hard with me.”

      “It’s really not that arduous when the content is this brilliant.”

      “I can’t let Monroe take credit for your work.” He smiles.

      A nervous laugh bubbles from my mouth. “I’m a Monroe, so it’s okay.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but I’m not really sure what to say.

      “I agree.” A deep rumble fires my heart into full gallop.

      Shit.

      Turning, I prepare myself to be berated, but it seems that Damon Coldwell’s nice front is in place. He holds my gaze, dark eyes narrowed in a way that makes my stomach flip even with the certainty that he’s going to rip me apart later. And not in the way that my pussy is clenching for.

      “Coffee?” Damon asks.

      When I shake my head, lowering my stare, he moves on to Robert. “Mr. Rhodes, would you like a drink?”

      So cordial and pleasant.

      “Ava and I are done for today. I’ll be coming to the office at her next available appointment to discuss how we will proceed.”

      My heart splits in two at the notion of robbing my family. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t touch any of their clients. Hurting my father isn’t what my move was about.

      “Robert, honestly…”

      “We look forward to seeing you soon.” Damon sits beside me at the table, watching me while Robert packs away his belongings.

      “I’ll call you, Miss Monroe.” Robert leans down, and without warning he presses a kiss to my cheek before he whispers, “Don’t let anyone steal your thunder.”

      He’s never done anything like this before. He’s all handshakes and shoulder taps and squeezes.

      “Mr. Coldwell, I will see you in the near future.”

      With a wink in my direction, he leaves.

      Grabbing my jacket and my purse, I follow suit, hoping that Damon will somehow be happy with the fact Robert wants to come to the office.

      Boy, is my hope a letdown.

      I feel him stalk me to his building, following me past the security barriers to the elevator. Much like on my first day, everyone makes way for him, and when the doors ding open and he walks in, no one makes a move to follow him.

      “Miss Monroe.” My name on his lips is sinful even with the angry edge.

      The eyes of the world feel trained on me as I remain rooted to the concrete floor. Neither one of us makes a move in our battle of wills. The other elevator announces its arrival, and like they don’t want to be present for what’s about to happen, everyone around me squeezes into the box like they’re sardines.

      “Do not make me come get you.”

      “Or what?”

      “It’s quite simple, Ava,” he bites out as he lunges toward me and drags me with him. His grasp of my arm is hard, and although I try to shake him off, the heat of his touch is like a sedative. “You don’t fuck with me.”

      A low, maniacal laugh escapes me.

      His pissed-off stare narrows on mine. “You will not help the competition on my time.”

      “I was on my lunch break.”

      “Until you are no longer employed by me. Until I let you go…” Damon comes closer, and although I step back, there’s nowhere for me to go. I’m boxed in and surrounded by him and his scent. “You will be on my time.”

      The doors open with a high-pitched ring that reverberates through me. He’s so close that his hot breath soaks into my hair and the angry thrum of his pulse is visible on his neck.

      Without warning he breaks away from me, walking past the wide-eyed floor receptionist to the door that leads to the offices.

      “Come,” he orders, looking back at me. When I don’t follow, he adds, “Now.”

      Saving myself a scene, I follow his command until we’re closed off in his office.

      I didn’t pay much mind to it when I was here last. A wall of artfully stacked bookshelves with works from this house runs along one side, while the other two floor-to-ceiling glass walls overlook Bryant Park and Little Brazil. The dark wood desk almost feels too traditional for the space, but the brushed steel legs give just enough quirk that it fits perfectly.

      “You’re going to call Robert Rhodes back, and you are going to make sure he is here tomorrow.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Yes, you can,” he states, taking off his suit jacket and throwing it onto the coffee table. “And before you lie to me, note that I am fully aware of the contract you had.”

      “What?”

      A devious grin cuts his face, and while I search it for any hint of the man who seduced me at the bar, he comes flush to me, his hand hooking into the pocket of my jacket.

      “They didn’t deserve you.” His murmur is so low that it’s almost inaudible, but the hardness in his eyes softens to a silken chocolate. Bittersweet and intense. Overwhelming.

      Our breaths break the silence, permeating the air until the electricity between us zaps and zings. Focus unwavering, Damon grasps my hand, bringing it up between us. He holds it open in his palm as he places my phone in it and says, “Robert’s right—you shouldn’t let them rob you of your merit.”

      Tears fill my eyes with guilt and great sadness of what I’m about to do. The betrayal I’m about to commit against my own future.

      “Call him,” Damon whispers softly, his dark hair falling into his rounded eyes.

      Twisting away from him, I do as he instructs. Robert picks up almost immediately, and it takes seconds to arrange for him to come see me. And even when he ends the call, I keep the phone glued to my ear, buying myself a waif of time to pull myself together.

      “You’re doing the right thing.” Damon’s softened gravel coats the shell of my ear.

      His hands surround my waist as his front molds to my back. Like when we danced, my head lolls onto his shoulder. Damon is so tall, but with heels, my lips manage to rake along the underside of his jaw.

      “For you and your company.”

      Spinning me to face him, he grasps my face in his hands. “It’s your company too. Whilst you are here, this is your house. Until I no longer require it, your time is mine, Ava. You are mine until I let you go.”

      Lowering his face to mine, he presses his lips to my cheek. Every part of me is trembling. I’m choking on my unshed tears and my thumping heartbeats.

      “He doesn’t ever put his lips on you again. Do you understand?”

      I have no idea what’s happening right now, because he’s being every bit the man I wanted in that bar and every bit the man I loathe.

      “Answer me.”

      Shaking my head, I push away from him, only to be pulled tighter to him. As much as I try to fight him off, he’s solid and stronger than me. His shirt strains over his shoulder as he holds on to me.

      “I hate you.”

      “You were never meant to like me.” With an acid chuckle, he lets me go. “Now, be a good little mouse and show the world who you belong to.”
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      Robert looks around the meeting room while he takes a gulp of his black coffee. I had his favorite bakery drop off some pastries, but he’s barely touched the one on his plate.

      “The contract is iron-clad,” he finally says. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t expect it. I know the kind of man Damon Coldwell is.”

      The door opens and like his name summoned him, Damon walks in with Francesca in tow. The atmosphere cools, and the air thickens around us.

      “Mr. Rhodes, it’s good to see you again so soon.” His eyes flicker to me and then back to Robert as he introduces Francesca. “She’s the CFO. We sat together for a while last night and put together a forecast on how we expect the book to do based on interest and demand.”

      Robert laughs dryly, and all the while I’m taking the other woman in. Her gold-tipped brown hair dazzles under the lights like it’s glitter dusted, and her blue jeweled eyes sparkle. She’s an average height, but her build is petite and toned beneath the clingy shift she’s wearing.

      From nowhere, the thought strikes me: Has Damon fucked her too?

      Like he can read my thoughts, a hand brushes her shoulder while he pulls out one of the chairs for her to sit.

      Falling to the pit of my stomach with a wringing ache, my heart wilts.

      “Is that why you’re asking for more?” Robert sits straighter, all easiness evaporating from him.

      “You stand to make a lot more, and you’ll have a team of copy editors and publicists at your disposal. While Miss Monroe will still be on hand to help you, you will have other resources too.”

      The way he says it doesn’t sound like I’ll be working with Robert at all. Glancing over the spreadsheet with figures that Francesca puts in front of me, I’m impressed. I always thought that the value of his work was being underestimated, but seeing it like this…

      “You stand to make forty percent more than what Monroe forecasted.” I turn to face him. I refuse to let Damon walk into my meeting and undermine me.

      He can keep his games the hell away from my clients. I might not be happy about taking Robert from Monroe, but I’m not letting anyone else have him.

      “Money isn’t everything.” Robert faces me. “I didn’t leave Monroe because of the money.”

      No, neither did I. But yet, currency is the gospel we all live by.

      “The success of Behind the Headlines will be measured in sales and how it grosses. Your work deserves the credit.”

      His booming laugh fills the room. “Sounds like you’re using my own words against me.”

      “I’m learning,” I chuckle back at him, while meeting Damon’s gaze.

      I won’t lose to you.

      “Robert.” Damon levels me with a rueful smirk before focusing back on the client. “When you sign, we’ll have a team of people who will work to get you on the cover of every magazine and on every relevant show. We don’t just want to sell your book to the obvious market; we’ll put it on coffee tables and bedside tables across the world. We’ll put you center stage in front of the world.”

      Had anybody else made the statement, I would’ve said it was bold. But knowing what I know of him…I’m sure Damon has it all figured out with a contingency for every potential eventuality.

      “It’s afternoon somewhere in the world, so why don’t we go grab a drink and I can clear up any issues you might have. I know Miss Monroe has a meeting after this, but I’ve had my schedule cleared for the rest of the day.”

      Son of a bitch!

      Robert looks to me in question like he’s asking my approval on what to respond.

      “I’m sorry I can’t join you today. But I promise to catch up with you first thing tomorrow.” And with a scowl at Damon, I stand at the same time as Robert. With slow intent, I step closer to him, and holding his shoulders, I press a kiss to his cheek. “Call me whenever,” I murmur. “I’m always here to help you,” I add, lingering in Damon’s blind spot.

      “Shall we go discuss the contract?” Damon grits out with enough saccharine in his voice to make it sound pleasant.

      When we walk out of the meeting room, he hands Francesca the papers he brought down with him, swapping them for a copy of the contract. His hands linger a little too long over hers as they exchange a silent conversation that ends with them both snickering.

      Without my consent, jealousy sets in, burning through my veins like poison. There’s no sense to it, but I can’t help it. I can’t help wanting Damon as much as I hate him.

      I bite down on my lip as we get in the elevator, and during the short ride to my floor, all I can do is watch the way they look standing beside each other. Francesca’s so delicate and pretty next to his tall, broad body and his dark features.

      “Talk soon?” Robert nudges me as the doors ping open for me.

      “Anytime you need me.” With a squeeze of his arm I leave them, rushing to my office in search of refuge, but the dang glass offers me no shelter to fall apart and piece myself back together.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hey stranger!” Owen pops his head into my office in the devious way he has almost every day since I started working here. “You look like you need a taco and margarita stat.”

      I do, but I can’t. For one my head just isn’t in the right place for alcohol, and I want to finish the manuscripts I inherited from my predecessor so I can focus on Robert and the other three projects I brought to CPM with me.

      “If you rain check on me again, I’m likely to bitch out. The testosterone on this floor is too much for me. Ellis and Morgan are pushing my limits with their two-horse race shit.”

      “I need to finish up with Marcella’s load. The publicist team is hounding me for live dates.” Pulling my glasses off, I throw them onto the stack of paper in front of me tagged with Post-it notes for rewrites.

      “Looks like you’re about to go cross-eyed. Come on, Avie…” He whines the ridiculous nickname he’s given me as he settles himself into the armchair of the small sitting area to the corner. “I can even order in. We can sit right here where you can death stare at work. Just have lunch with me. I need girl time.”

      “Fine, but you call me Avie again and my taco will go so far up your ass you’ll have a whole new meaning to ring sting.” Dragging my heels across the concrete floor, I check my phone for a reply from Lacie about dinner tonight.

      

      BBF: Charlie Hunnam and a dirty burger is exactly what I need. XoX

      

      I’m not sure about the dirty burger after Mexican. I don’t think I can take it.

      “Food is on its way!” Owen croons, kicking off his shoes before resting his feet on the arm of the small sofa beside his seat. “Heard you landed Robert Rhodes.”

      What?

      “How…?”

      “My dear, news travels faster than you know in this place. Besides, I told you…transparency is a thing here.”

      “Who else knows?”

      “Who doesn’t?” he counters. “I didn’t think you had it in you, Ava girl.”

      “He hasn’t signed yet, and fuck you!”

      “Hasn’t he? Because the press release has just gone out. Robert Rhodes is all over CPM’s website.”

      It’s not possible. It can’t be.

      Picking up my phone from the coffee table, I find another message from Lacie and a string of them from Marsh.

      

      BBF: This is not what I had in mind with kicking major ass. WTF???

      

      
        
        Ava: I can explain. X

      

      

      

      I ignore the trail of abuse from Marsh, blocking his number before deleting his contact. Then without hesitation I check CPM’s website. It’s all there. Publicity that takes weeks, if not months, to hammer out.

      An avalanche of hurt and guilt smothers me until I honestly think I’m about to wither into nothing. How must my father be feeling? How disappointed is he? How relieved must he be that he didn’t give me the job?

      “You okay?” Owen’s question echoes in the distance, behind the chaos of my thoughts.

      Without reply, I stand, grabbing my jacket and purse from the rack by the door before I walk out of my office. I don’t look back even as Owen calls me.

      I can’t be here anymore. I don’t belong here. This isn’t me.

      Staring at the floor buttons in the elevator, I press the one I know I shouldn’t after a while. The hum of the doors as they close slashes through me, turning the dirt inside me until I’m vibrating with so much anger, I can’t fist my hands or clench my teeth tight enough to get to grips with it.

      I’m a trembling shell of fury as I walk through the top floor. My designer heels clack behind me as I ignore the first assistant and launch into the inner circle of what has become my hell.

      The other assistant isn’t present, and without pause, I walk into Damon’s office. I have no fucking clue what I’m doing, but I dump my shit on his coffee table before I pour myself a long drink of the whiskey I know to be the most expensive.

      I don’t even like the liquor, but hey, it’s at least a hundred dollars or so I’m taking from him. It’s nothing compared to what he took from me today.

      Kicking my shoes off, I drop to my ass in front of the window overlooking the city. My heart in my throat burns as I sip at my drink, not able to taste it through the storm inside me.

      Looking across the city, loneliness blankets me, and I realize that I have no idea what I’m doing anymore. I’m lost.
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      “I’m sorry, Mr. Coldwell, I tried to remove her, but…” William doesn’t have to finish for me to know what awaits me in my office.

      “Go home, William.” I sigh with exhaustion.

      Today can go fuck itself already. The office is darkening when I walk in, early evening setting across the city. Ava’s sitting on the floor hiccupping like she’s been crying for fucking hours.

      I don’t need this shit.

      Before I deal with her, I head to the drinks cart. I need something to tame the shitstorm inside me.

      I need something to sedate the fucking need to break something or someone. Taking a glass from the bottom shelf, I reach for the Glenfiddich, but it’s gone. And there’s only one person stupid enough to touch my shit in my space without my say-so.

      Here goes… Grabbing my glass, I go sit beside her, hoping she doesn’t fucking start bitching at me the moment she’s aware of my presence.

      I pour myself a drink, gritting my teeth at the lightness of the bottle. How much has she had? I don’t recall the bottle being this empty.

      “I really wanted to shout at you,” she hiccups, looking up at me with sloping eyes. Surprisingly there aren’t any tears, and although her speech is a little slurred, she looks like she’s holding the booze all right. “But—” Another hiccup. “—I don’t want to give you the satisfaction.”

      Drinking the measure I poured myself all in one go, I chuckle as I pour myself a full glass to match the one she’s got in her hand.

      “This is a twenty-five-thousand-dollar bottle of whiskey, and I’m pretty sure you’ve managed to drink at least a couple months’ salary of it.”

      She laughs, and like at the bar, it makes me like her more than I should. Ava has the kind of warm and inviting laugh that makes you forget yourself. It’s a fatal attraction. Like her anger and her sass.

      “Dock it.” Clinking her glass to mine, she hiccups again. “I’m a terrible drunk.”

      I’ve seen worse.

      “Water?” Although I ask, the idea of getting up isn’t pleasant.

      “Do you want water, Mr. Fuck Control?”

      “No.” I sip some more of my drink, and with certainty that I’m going to regret it, I ask, “Why did you want to shout at me today?”

      “Because.” She hiccups again, and I have to hold in my chuckle because she’s not even finished and she’s already gulping down some more liquor. “Because you’re an asshole who’s ruining my—” Hiccup. “—life.”

      “And how am I—” I feign a hiccup. “—ruining your life?”

      “See? Asshole.”

      “I’m sure there are better adjectives to describe me.”

      “No, it sums you up nicely.” Her mouth quirks to one side, and in an impeccably coordinated move for her inebriated state, she turns to lean her back on the glass, her legs spread alongside mine. All of a sudden, New York gets a little prettier. “You’re tall, dark, and handsome. Hot actually, and you’re not so bad down there.” She gestures at my cock with her glass, dark manicured toes nudging my thigh. “But then you do shitty things, like film us fucking and then blackmailing me… You made me do shitty things too. So, yeah…asshole.”

      There’s nothing I can say in my defense because it’s all true. Instead, I finish my drink, and when I reach forward to pour myself another at the same time as she goes to hand me the bottle, our gazes catch. Close. Wide. And Ava really is beautiful.

      She’s tall, slender, and tanned. Her thick hair is so dark that it makes her eyes a bright cerulean even in the dark. Hypnotizing with the pink blushing her high cheekbones.

      “Truce?” she murmurs with the faintest hitch.

      Fuck.

      “For now.” Ava barely waits until I’ve finished before her lips press to mine. Plump and pretty even in feeling.

      “I still hate you.”

      “I still own you.” Licking across her lips, I cup her face with both hands, pulling her up onto her knees.

      Kneeling on the ground beside me, she’s a contained ball of fire, and fuck if I don’t want to break her open until she’s an out-of-control, blazing inferno.

      My heart drums along to her breathy groan as her mouth opens for me. She’s all aged oak and smoked wood with the most delicate hint of her. Sweet and sassy and soft.

      The urge to devour her is irresistible as I taste and breathe her in. With her nails raking across my jaw, I could be putty in her hands.

      Ava’s all breathless and shaky when I pull away. Glittering eyes widen on mine, and when I lick the residue of her from my lips, her thumb sweeps across them, parking itself right in the middle.

      We sit in the silence with the city twinkling around us for longer than I can bear. The need to fuck and the urge to soothe is too much. And truce or not, emotions and feelings are further than we can go.

      Grabbing the bottle, I stand, the loss far too palpable.

      “He won’t answer my calls.”

      The waver in her voice makes me pause, and the sight of her at my feet is more satisfying than any liquor or workout or…

      Stop, I tell myself before things get more complicated than they need to be.

      Reaching down, I grasp Ava’s hand and pull her to her feet. Before the silence engulfs us again, I say the one thing that will douse whatever this is. “I’m an asshole. He’s an asshole. We’re all assholes.”

      As I predicted, she pulls back with a snarl. “My father is not an asshole.”

      “Yeah, he is.” Heading back to the drink cart by my desk, I place the bottle of whiskey back. When I turn, she’s right there, so close that I can feel her potent heat.

      “No.”

      “Yes,” I snap at her.

      Ava takes a step back. My desk at her ass blocks her escape.

      “It’s what it takes to be who we are. Mice can’t fight lions.”

      “Sometimes they do,” she retorts with a growl.

      “In fairy tales perhaps. But not in boardrooms. You ever think that’s why he picked Marsh over you?” Her hand flies through the air, and I only just manage to catch it in mine before it greets my face. “You’re soft, Ava. You believe in peace and harmony and kumbayas. But that’s not how this world works.”

      “I hate you so much.”

      “Because I’m right.”

      “You ruined everything.” She fists the unbuttoned collar of my shirt.

      “You came to me. You left your family and came here. Did you think that you were going to get special treatment?” Her audible swallow is all the answer I get. “I’m not that guy, and you’re not that woman. You’re better. You deserve to be at the top, but you need to wise up on what that entails.”

      Pulling away from her, I give her space to walk away. There’s no hesitation. She slips her heels back on and grabs her things from the coffee table. And although the place feels like it magnifies with every step she takes away from me, I hold my ground.

      Before she makes it out of the door, I tell her, “Truce is over.”

      There’s no place for feelings in business. After all, isn’t that what I just preached to her?
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      The sun rises high above the cityscape. Grayson from legal sits opposite me with a scowl on his face. We’d agreed to give the transition a cooling period before we announced Robert Rhodes as one of ours. We should’ve had enough time to produce a real fanfare that would’ve been the focus of the media this morning. Instead, people are talking about publishing wars, broken families, and sordid affairs.

      “Fix this.” I slam my hands down on my desk in frustration. I’ve never made headlines; I’ve made darn sure that the only headlines I’m a part of are the ones reported by the media umbrella of CPM.

      “Damon, the media is the least of your concerns. This suit…” He gestures down at the paperwork on the desk with both hands. “You didn’t even give Monroe twenty-four hours before you made the announcement.”

      “Somebody leaked the news. I wasn’t going to let it become worthless gossip. This needed a bang.” Standing, I toy with the different bottles of whiskey on the cart beside my desk. “We’ve been sued before.”

      “Not like this, and certainly not this publicly.”

      I check my watch. It’s barely past seven in the morning, but… Fuck it.

      I pick a twelve-year-old Japanese single malt. The honeyed color and sweetness bring out Ava’s delicate scent still trapped between these walls. My mouth waters as I pour and then inhale the warm liquor.

      Dex saunters in unannounced with Fran hot on his heels. It feels like my office has become a revolving door for everyone. No one bothers to fucking knock anymore.

      Taking the whiskey from me, Fran hands me a cup of coffee. “Let’s stick to the soft stuff this morning.” She smiles, sitting on the edge of my desk. When I sit back into my chair, she leans forward, smoothing over the creased shirt I’ve had on my back for almost twenty-four hours.

      “What do you want to do?” Fran asks, sniffing the whiskey she’s still holding. “Fuck, I miss this so much.”

      Her hand falls from my shoulder to then settle on her stomach like she needs a reminder of why she can’t have a hard drink. “I’ve gone through the figures, and you have options, but as CFO, I have to remind you that a loss like this will affect our turnover dramatically.”

      “The only option here is to cut the Monroe girl loose.” Dex leans over the side of my desk. “It’s not about options or what you want to do. It’s about what needs to be done. This whole thing has gone far enough, Damon. Monroe isn’t worth it.”

      “God, you’re a pussy,” Fran spits at him. “The whole point was to weaken them. Take away their most valuable assets to bring their market value down.”

      “You’re all fucking crazy.” Grayson blows out a long breath. “But a lawsuit of this magnitude puts them in an awkward position, and it could be beneficial in terms of a buyout.”

      “See?” Fran sticks her tongue out at Dex. “Options, dickhead.”

      “So mature, Franny. My faith in your mothering abilities just rocketed.”

      “More than I can say for my faith in your dick ability.” Rolling her eyes, she focuses back on me, putting the whiskey down before she reaches for her large purse and takes out her MacBook. “I looked into the baller biography you mentioned yesterday. I’m not into basketball, but from my googling, I got the impression Callum Warner is king of the court right now.”

      “Callum Warner is writing a book?” Dex pulls up a chair from the small meeting table. “Can he even read?”

      “God, you’re an entitled prick, you know that?” Fran grits out. “Anyway, he’s set to earn over three hundred million this season on endorsements alone. That’s impressive and it tells me that whatever he puts out will bring in enough to swallow any loss.” She laughs, and jumping from my desk she adds, “Now tell me my game is off!”

      The look she gives me is identical to yesterday’s outside the boardroom.

      “This isn’t college. Stop using me to make her jealous.”

      “Getting knocked up has cost you your game.”

      Looking up at me, she laughs. “Careful, Damon, you might actually care about this one.”

      Fran isn’t wrong, but she’s not right either. I care about Ava. I care about her assets and what she can bring to my company. It’s why I wanted her here in the first place.

      “She’s an asset,” I grumble at her.

      “Oh, gathered that when I looked up Warner’s agent.”

      “What the fuck are the two of you talking about?” Dexter groans, echoing Grayson.

      “I’m going to go over this again. Find a loophole or make one that will stand up. Just don’t fuck any more shit up, all right?” Grayson collects his things, and before he leaves, he presses a kiss to the top of Fran’s head. “I love you. Stay out of trouble.”

      “Aww,” Dexter teases her when Grayson disappears out of the door. “Pity you won’t agree to marry him.”

      “Shut up, asshole!” she smarts back at him. “Anyway, I need to talk to my boss alone.”

      “Technically I’m your boss too.”

      “Technically you can go fuck yourself. Now, seriously…I have womb talk to tend to.”

      Ugh, I knew this was coming. I’ve tried to put it off as much as I can because I don’t want to think about Fran leaving CPM, even if it is just for a year or so, until the baby is old enough to be left with childcare. I’ve tried to talk to her about options, but a wet nurse is too medieval, and the idea of breastfeeding at work isn’t appealing to her either. Ugh!

      When Dex leaves us, she takes his chair and sits there looking at me with narrowed eyes.

      “Go on, tell me the bad news.” I twist to face her. “I’m still all for a wet nurse or opening a company crèche.”

      “You’re a bad, bad man, Damon Coldwell.”

      “The crèche would benefit the staff…”

      “I’m not talking about maternity leave. We’ve settled that. Come end of June I’m officially out of here, and I won’t be coming back for a year. We discussed this—we agreed.” She rolls her eyes as she twists her MacBook to me. “If this was the real reason for bringing Ava here, why bother with Rhodes?”

      I look over the photo of Ava and her friend. She’s perfection; thick pink lips, neat straight nose, and piercing eyes that feel like they see right into your soul, even in the picture.

      “Why not?”

      “I’m a pregnant woman. Don’t make me exert myself.”

      “Business, that’s why. Monroe were meant to be too busy licking their wounds to make a move for Callum Warner.”

      “But not only have they made a play for him, they’re suing the shit out of our asses!”

      “Like you said, Warner will more than swallow any losses.”

      “And Ava?” Fran scoots her chair closer until her knees touch mine. “Are you prepared to lose her?”

      “Once Warner is in…”

      “I’m going to stop you right there before you become a liar to everyone around you.” Cupping my jaw, she leans closer. “I’ve always loved you, Damon. You’re the brother I never had. I’ve held my tongue and waited for you to realize that this…” She looks around us. “This place isn’t everything. I mean, you’ve had everything all your life. Your parents loved you beyond reason. They gave you the best life possible with all the things a person could ever want or need. You have no reason to be this man. You might think you don’t care if she leaves, but that’s because she’s here now. Don’t spite your heart for the sake of your wallet and your pride.”

      She stares me out with soft glittering eyes. And while her hands smooth down my face, I hold in all the things I want to retort.

      Standing, she sighs as she packs her laptop back into her purse. I walk her toward my office door, pausing halfway to adjust my shirt.

      “Listen,” she breathes, stepping to me. Her hands busy themselves righting me before they land on my chest. “It doesn’t matter what Grayson and Dex say. At the end of the day, this is your company and you can do whatever you want.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “I’ve told you a thousand times before, I’ll always have your back. But please, make sure Warner happens. As the CFO, I’d like to leave with fireworks and champagne popping.”

      “You can’t even drink.” A laugh finally leaves my lips, and she wraps her arms tightly around me.

      “I’ll get drunk off the smell.”

      I hug her back, and in the middle of our snickers, a soft “Oh” breaks us apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          

      

    

    







            DAMON

          

        

      

    

    
      Ava stands frozen in the open doorway, eyes flitting between Fran and me.

      “I’m sorry,” she finally speaks. “I can come back later.”

      Licking her red painted lips, she looks at me with disappointment furrowing her brows.

      I hate it. I hate that all I can think about is how I want to devour her mouth. How much I want to push Fran out of the door so I can have her.

      “We’re done here,” Fran says, walking past her. When she’s out of Ava’s sight, she looks back at me and winks while closing the door.

      God, she’s such a girl sometimes.

      I head back to my messy desk, and before I sit down, a white envelope lands in front of me.

      “I saw the headlines,” Ava murmurs. “You got what you wanted. I can’t go back to Monroe after this and…” She pauses when I rise and round the desk. “And I can’t stay here.”

      Fran’s words swirl around my head—Are you prepared to lose her?

      I fucking hate her sometimes. She’s always getting into my business.

      Picking the envelope up, I put it in Ava’s hand.

      “Rip it up.” I level her soft gaze with my pissed-off one.

      I knew she’d bolt first chance she got. I just didn’t think she’d pick a shitstorm of a day.

      Maybe she’s more lion than I thought.

      “Damon…” She holds it out to me.

      “I said rip it up.” Grabbing her other hand, I close it around the envelope. “I told you, you only leave when I say. Until then I own you.”

      “You don’t own shit,” she laughs with tears flooding her eyes. “Blackmail doesn’t give you ownership of me.”

      “Then walk out, Ava.” In spite of my anger, I step closer. “Leave. After all, the press will want something new to expose of you.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Her growl vibrates through me with a fire so strong that all I can do is grab her and throw her on the desk. Leaning over her, I brace myself on the cluttered tabletop with my dick hardening in my pants. “I’m trying to help you!” she spits breathlessly.

      The only thing she’s doing is driving me insane. Her shimmering eyes soften as I lower myself on her. My erection presses to the bottom of her stomach and throbs to my hammering pulse as I breathe her in greedily.

      “You don’t need me anymore.”

      I need her more now than I did before, because I won’t take a hit lying down, and I certainly won’t lose to anyone. Especially not a blind old man.

      Ava looks perplexed as I stand and pull her up to a sitting position.

      “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Surprisingly there’s no argument, only scrutiny and deep consideration while she silently studies me. Eyes roaming up and down my chest, they settle blankly on the open collar.

      “You didn’t go home.” She drops the envelope scrunched up in her hand and presses her manicured finger to the first done-up button.

      I bark a curt laugh, and when she looks up at me with those ocean eyes brimming with pity, my clenched mouth loosens.

      “I have one thousand four hundred and thirty-three people on my payroll that I can’t let down. So no, I didn’t go home.”

      Her eyes soften, dropping down my front to where her legs are spread around me.

      I hate her so much. I hate that she can so easily unravel me. I hate that she has the audacity to pity me. And most of all I hate that even hating Ava, all I can think about right now is fucking her. All I want is to bury myself in her and punish her flesh for all the ways she’s got me all fucked up.

      “What do you want from me, Damon?” she asks, her finger raking down my front to the top of my belt.

      Her chest is heaving. Her voice is raspy. Her cheeks are warmed crimson.

      “You,” I state.

      “You can’t have me.” She’s wrong. I can have her, and the way her body opens up a little more for me, coming closer so that her cunt hovers over my hard-on…it’s all the proof I need.

      Lowering myself into Grayson’s vacated chair, I bring myself flush to her, my chest bracketed by her thighs as I breathe into her chest, “I already have.”

      Ava tries to push away, but in her efforts, she lands in my lap, and when she tries to stand, I hold her down.

      “You can’t have me!”

      “But I can smell how much you want it.”

      “I meant professionally.” She pushes the heels of her hands into my chest and launches herself off me. She stumbles a little in her high heels, but when she finds her balance, she perches on the edge of the desk. “What do you want, Damon?”

      I can tell she’ll give whatever I ask for, so long as I don’t make her accept the fact that she wants me more than she can bear. It’s an affliction we share.

      “Callum Warner.”

      She levels me with a heated glare and her cute little nose flaring. She’s angry. I like angry Ava.

      “No, I’m not—”

      “You are because there’s no one else that can land him as easily as you.”

      “If that’s what you wanted to begin with, you got the wrong woman,” she snarks. When she tries to stand, I rise and block her. “You must really think very little of me.”

      “On the contrary, if I did, I wouldn’t want you here, and I certainly wouldn’t have fucked you.”

      “Stop!” Her hand pushes to the base of my neck. “I won’t play your game anymore.”

      “Yeah, you will.” I lean over her even as her hand tightens around my throat. “Because you want to. You want to take as much from Marsh as he took from you. It’s why you’re here. To prove you’re better.”

      “I know I’m better, just as I know you’re trying to play me again.”

      “I’m giving you the opportunity to break him.”

      Ava swallows. She can pretend she’s holier than me, but we’re exactly the same. She only needs to accept it and embrace it.

      “Take what you want, Ava,” I whisper into her ear.

      “You don’t know what I want.”

      “Yes, I do.” I nudge her legs open wider, lodging myself flush to her. “I know exactly what you want.” Closing my hand around her slender throat, I press my thumb to the bottom of her jaw.

      I want it too.

      With her head tipped back, her hair cascading around her, it’s impossible not to undress her with my eyes. It’s impossible for me to contain any of my need to take what I want right now.

      I lick up her neck to her ear. “You want it as much as I do.”

      There’s no argument. Her pulse pounds in my hand, the skin beneath my lips prickling with her desire.

      Hands flattened to my stomach, she gasps, “Where’s the camera? I’d like to know where to look this time.”

      It’s cute she’s still sassing me, but it’s pointless.

      I run the tip of my nose over the side of her face before touching our foreheads so that our eyes are boring into each other. “Cheese, little mouse.”

      Standing, I bring her up with me, and when she’s on her feet, I spin her to face the city below us.

      Without my aid Ava sheds the black leather jacket she’s wearing over her clingy, black wool dress. Peering over her shoulder at me, she twists her hair over the other suggestively. In a bid for control, she folds her body over my desk, her gaze unwavering from mine while she hitches her dress up her legs and over her ass.

      Fuck, it’s so perfect with the tail of her nude lacy thong accentuating its roundness.

      I would truce this shit, but we both know this is just a part of our war. I’ll fuck her and she’ll stay because she doesn’t have any other real choice.

      Squeezing the tops of her thighs, I lift her legs, tucking them beneath her body so she’s on full display to me with only the skimpy underwear covering her asshole and her cunt.

      Breathless moans fill the air as I trail my finger over the tail of her thong, through her crease to the wet lace over her pussy. Her front flat to the cluttered wood, she curls her hands around the edge of the desk by her feet.

      I lower myself and take a bite of her ass cheek, licking and sucking down to her pussy as I free my cock. Ava’s writhing on my tongue before I’ve even tasted her bare flesh. But even like this, she tastes so fucking good. Too good.

      Hitching her thong to the side, over her butt cheek, I lick around her swollen entrance. She’s so fucking wet that her juices drip down my chin and her thighs before I have a chance to drink them all in.

      We may never admit it out loud, but whatever this is between us, it’s obliterating. It cuts through all the shit: hate, attraction, lust…this surpasses it all. It’s a primal need, always simmering in the background, and now we’ve reached boiling point. The only way to sate the craving is to let it overflow and spill. Let it burn through us.

      “Oh, fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” Ava cries huskily as I press my tongue into her tight cunt, my teeth grazing her folds the deeper I bury my face in her. And with the press and sweep of my thumb over her clit, she comes apart, her walls clenching and her heels pressing into my shoulders with the sweetest bite.

      Fisting my dick, I stand over her, taking in the marled blush of her orgasm on her exposed skin.

      So fucking beautiful. It’s all I can think as her thick hair splays around her. The higher I drag her dress, the more I get of the faint trail of miniscule stars and planets that wind up her spine. Delicate and elegant, just like her.

      Releasing my cock, I bracket her waist and pull her up until her back is to my front and I’m nudging at her wet heat. I could fuck her like this. I could squeeze her cries into silence with my bare hands as she begs me to go easy on her, but then I wouldn’t kill the curiosity that niggles at me every time I see her face with my eyes and in my thoughts. I want to see what she looks like when I fuck the pleasure right out of her.

      A low groan hums through her as I sit her on the desk, facing me. And grabbing her ass, I impale her on my dick to a raspy, garbled cry she buries in my chest. Her hands sweep up my shoulders with every hard, blunt thrust and slap of our flesh that has her legs tightening around me for purchase.

      Hands cupping my jaw, she looks up at me with heavy-lidded and trembling eyes. Her blazing blues melt through me with a force that is beyond anything I’ve ever felt.

      “Cheese, little mouse.”

      Ava’s stare doesn’t waver once. No matter how deep I drive or how hard I punish her cunt.

      She takes everything I give her with her pants and her gasps and moans and choked cries. She doesn’t let go or relax her hold on me as I fuck her, pounding and pounding and pounding until we’re a wreck. Breaking and shattering. Crashing.

      And while my cock is still pulsing inside her clenching cunt, her thumb trapped between my teeth, she still holds me with those eyes. It’s like she’s stealing everything with her soulful depths. And in this moment, I know that I would break every fucking rule for her…even my own.

      I can’t let that happen. She can have all the control she wants, but the power has to stay mine.
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One month later…

        

      

    

    
      Lacie’s pissed. We’ve never done each other professional favors. It’s not how we operate, and until now, there hasn’t been any crossover in our fields and clients. The last month has been hell without her to talk to, so much so that Owen has become the only person I talk to outside of work.

      Dad is ignoring me, Mom pretty much told me she needed time to forgive me, and Lacie hmms and ahs during our conversations. I’m on my own, and surprisingly, I’m surviving. No thanks to Damon and his constant demand to know where I am on Callum Warner.

      The answer: right where I was when Lacie told me that if I wanted to be considered I’d have to work like every other literary agent and editor approaching them. Again, no thanks to Damon. Her hate of him and his guts is feral. And completely warranted.

      Lacie’s become a stumbling block as far as Warner is concerned, but I’ve found a possible resolution.

      It’s taken me long enough.

      “Do you ever use the door?” Damon calls from my open doorway.

      He’s standing tall and broad, his black tailored suit and light blue shirt molded to his chiseled body. The shirt is so light that it’s more like a blue-tinged white. It brings out the golden undertone of his skin and the pink in his lips.

      My mouth waters as I take him in. My stomach swoops. Like I’m physically hungry for him.

      “I open and close it occasionally,” I tell him, slipping my white suit jacket over my nude lace camisole. “Typically, I open it in the mornings and close it when I leave. Does that answer your question, Mr. Coldwell?”

      We’re treading a thin line since fuck-gate or fuck-gate-the-second. Or rather since I walked out of his office trying not to look like I’d had seven shades of Wednesday fucked out of me.

      Damon is like a car wreck. I don’t want to look at him. I don’t want to acknowledge him. I don’t want to want him. But I can’t help myself on any of those fronts.

      My world would be better off without him. And yet, I can’t imagine it without him. There’s something about this man that brings out the parts of me that aren’t the prettiest but make me stronger nonetheless.

      Still, I’ll never admit that, not in a million years.

      My nude stilettos hammer on the concrete floor as we walk side by side to the elevator. Damon has his typical “I own everything” swagger on—hands in his pockets, straight face, eyes taking everything in. A king looking over his kingdom.

      “You don’t have to come,” I tell him as we wait for the elevator.

      I don’t know why he’s insisting on coming to my lunch meeting with Robert, but it’s annoying the crap out of me.

      He turns his face to look at me, eyes raking over me from head to toe. “But I do.”

      “Oh my God!” He’s jealous. “Robert is old enough to be my father.” I turn to face him, and his eyes go to the low V of my top that peeks from the blazer. “Scratch that, he’s old enough to be my grandfather.”

      “Your point?”

      “My point is…” How do I say this without sounding like an idiot?

      He takes a step back and waits for me to finish with an amused quirk of his lips. “Well?”

      “You and I…we’re not a thing, and you have no right to be jealous…or whatever.”

      The doors ding, and the drop of his grin is followed by a stern “Shut up, get in.”

      I do as he says because I don’t have another option if I’m getting to my meeting on time. Once the doors close, I stand as far from him and his brooding as possible.

      “If the only reason you’re coming is becau—”

      “I’m coming because if you’re incapable of landing Warner, I want to make sure you don’t fuck things up with Rhodes.” His offhanded cutoff lands in the pit of my stomach with a sickening crash.

      I bite my tongue because I’m the reason Robert is with CPM, not because of any of the other shit Damon threw at him during the contract meeting. And after today, Warner should happen a lot quicker.
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      We’re fifty-six floors above New York City. The music is getting louder as the lights get dimmer, and we’re finally done going over the publishing schedule that I’ve worked on with the production and publicist departments. Right on time for summer break.

      “Is everything okay?” Robert asks while Damon is taking a call.

      Right on time, Lacie walks in with Callum Warner at her side. Thank God for social media.

      “Everything is perfect,” I tell him, kind of ogling the basketball player heading our way. Damn, he’s so tall that the urge to crane my neck is overwhelming even at a distance. But so I don’t make my ruse obvious, I focus on Robert. He’ll do exactly what I need him to without any prompting from me.

      “You’re awfully quiet.”

      “Sometimes it’s nice sitting back.”

      Callum walks past our table, and as I’d fucking prayed, Robert lights up. He’s naturally a Mallards fan, being a Manhattanite all his life. Something I found out in the last part of his book I read through.

      “Callum Warner?” he croons, sitting back in his chair and picking up his drink like he’s king of the castle.

      “Robert Rhodes,” Warner sings back. I feel him pause behind me, his long shadow cast over me like the most blessed shade.

      They banter back and forth, Warner coming closer with his soft booming voice. And behind him stands Lacie. She’s got her eyes narrowed on me like she’s got me all worked out. Which she probably has, but in my defense, she told me to work like all the other agents and editors, and a staged encounter like this…is exactly what they would do.

      I smile at her, ignoring the fact that we’re in this awkward place, and with a sigh and roll of her eyes, she smiles back. She’s pissed, but she misses me more. And it’s really taking everything in me not to jump her with a hard hug.

      “Here, let me introduce you two.” Robert takes my hand across the table, holding it up to Warner like I’m some kind of offering. “This is Ava Monroe. Miss Monroe is one of the editors over at Coldwell Press.”

      I offer him the broadest smile I can muster, and with a wave of my fingers, I say, “Hi.”

      Robert tells him all about the wonders I’m working on his book. At one point he calls me an angel, something I’m really not. At least not anymore. I don’t have to say anything; I sit contentedly quiet while he sells me.

      “You have to join us.” Robert waves over at a passing waiter and asks him to join the table beside us to ours.

      It all happens very quickly, escalating beyond my intention or prediction.

      “Don’t look so pleased with yourself,” Lacie grumbles, but there’s a pursed smile on her lips. “How did you know we were coming here?”

      Side-glancing at her, I shrug with a proud grin. “You told me to work for it like everyone else…right?”

      “Smart-ass.” She palms my face with a shoulder bump.

      “Wait.” Warner breaks away from his conversation with Robert and asks, “Do you know each other?”

      I look at Lacie, and when she rolls her eyes, I tell him, “Since kindergarten.”

      “That’s cool. I don’t I have any friends that go that far back.”

      “Ava is a boil on my ass.”

      “Lacie is…” I pause, trying to come up with something witty, but Damon’s stare from across the room scrambles me, and all I can come up with is “Lacie.”

      “She is kinda special,” he chortles, hanging his forearm on the back of her chair.

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Shut up!” Lacie kicks me under the table with a genuine laugh.

      It’s sort of a pity that when Damon returns, she becomes a bit snarky even through her professionalism.

      It’s a wonder that by the time we leave we have a personal invite from Callum to watch their next home game, because the vibes Lacie puts out are anything but inviting.

      Lacie makes her excuses to leave soon after Warner, and once we’ve put Robert in a cab, Damon walks with me the few blocks to Central Park.

      We’re both quiet; I’m not really sure what to say after his remark when we left the office. And as always, Lacie saves me from the awkwardness.

      

      BBF: I miss you. xox

      

      I smile at her contact photo. She’s changed it back to one of us.

      

      
        
        Ava: I miss you more. X

      

      

      

      Damon comes to a stop at one of the park gates. Turning to me, he studies me.

      “Good job,” he finally says, his voice serious and deep.

      “Thanks.” Clutching my purse in my hands, I look up at him.

      “Want to grab some ice cream?” he asks from nowhere, and while my heart is thudding relentlessly and everything in me is screaming yes, I can’t.

      “Actually, I want to go home.” I sense his disappointment. Although I’m disappointed too, it’s for the best. “Good night, Damon.”

      I turn and walk away, my heart hammering in my throat and my stomach twisting until I’m so nauseous, I’m clammy.

      A hand grabs me by my elbow. I almost go flying off the edge of the pavement onto the road.

      Damon pulls me back, turning me to face him. “Wait…”

      “Don’t, okay?” I shake my head at his drawn face. “I’m not that woman, and you’re not that man. Let’s not pretend we’re something more than this.”

      Shaking him off, I manage to cross the road and hail a cab before either one of us presses for more. For something we’re never going to be.
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      The next couple of days at the office are a blur. I’m rushing from meeting to meeting, trying to keep myself stupidly busy so that I have an excuse to miss the weekly forecast meeting with management. Every moment of quiet I find myself in is tinged with words and whispers of what might have happened if I hadn’t walked away the other night.

      “This all looks great.” Francesca sits back in the chair opposite my desk. Her hair tumbles past her petite shoulders while she takes a sip of the ginger tea that’s scented the air around us. “The numbers are incredible, and Damon believes you have Warner in the bag.”

      “Nothing’s concrete.” I shuffle the papers in front of me with Damon’s words ringing in my ears. You’re incapable of landing Warner…don’t fuck things up with Rhodes…

      “That’s not what he believes.”

      There’s no point in arguing with her over it; we both know what he believes doesn’t mean anything until Callum is fully on board and a contract is signed. We’re both quiet, me waiting for her to leave so I can continue with work, but she has other ideas.

      Sitting up, she folds her arms over the edge of the desk and leans over them, leveling me with her bright gaze. “He’s stubborn and cantankerous.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Damon.”

      “Oh.” I hope my indifferent reply doesn’t betray my hammering heart at the sound of his name from her lips.

      Perhaps her impromptu drop-in to go through figures is a ploy to deliver some kind of warning to stay away from him. Regardless, it’s unneeded. She can have him and his pissy attitude and ruthless antics.

      My stomach twists at that, making my heart stutter with the sharp groaning ache.

      He’s a bastard! Complete jerk, I remind myself, but it does nothing to quell the burn in my chest.

      “He’s incredibly smart, and the problem with being that and stubborn is that he acts like an asshat. Especially when he cares about something…or someone.” She pauses, brushing her coiffed hair back like it was messy. “The thing is, he’s a spoilt rich brat that feels the need to make more of what was passed to him because this company was the sibling he never had. He loves this place, and when Damon loves something…he will do whatever it takes for it. Nothing will stand in his way.”

      “Francesca—”

      “Fran.”

      “Fran, I’m not sure why you’re telling me all this, but there is nothing between Mr. Coldwell and me. He’s my boss, and that is all.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “He’s my boss too.”

      Okay…

      My phone rings and before I pick it up, she grabs the headset, holding it to her chest even though she’s placed the call on hold.

      “We’re friends. That’s all.” She stands, shaking out her loose dress. It’s different from the bodycon outfits she used to wear when I started here almost two months ago. “And beneath the mercurial veneer, he’s a good guy.”

      “I’m sure,” I tell her simply as I take the phone from her and hold it to my ear. “Thank you for stopping by.” I take the call off hold and answer it.

      Walking out of my office, Fran looks back with a soft smile. It’s like she’s trying to impart some kind of feeling to me. It’s a pointless task because I refuse to be the stupid mouse any longer.
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      Three weeks later

      

      The game is on the last quarter. Lacie is practically falling off the edge of her seat on one side of me, as is Damon on the other. I’m not one hundred percent sure what is going on, but the place keeps going crazy every time a player gets close to the semicircle by the hoop.

      The atmosphere is electric, and with seats being so close together, I feel Damon’s energy pulsing through him. Every time he moves, his body touches mine. Our thighs graze or our arms press together and my heart races like I’ve been running up and down the court.

      I take a sip of my soda to stop myself obsessing over the way his skin stretches over his muscular forearms when he clenches his hands around his water bottle.

      “God, look at those arms…” Lacie groans. “I love a man with strong, ripped arms.”

      Shit. I look away from Damon and over at her, but she’s engrossed on the court. Seems as though my gawking hasn’t been caught.

      “It’s like their muscles have muscles…”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat, leaning forward to put my soda down on the floor. And when I sit up, my hand catches on Damon’s thigh. I pull away instantly, but it does nothing to diminish the shock from the contact.

      Our eyes lock and it doesn’t matter how much I try to distance myself because there’s a pull that draws me back to him. We’re a breath away from touching, and that wisp of space is more painful than anything I’ve ever felt.

      I hate it, and I hate it even more that when his hand falls down to my calf, I feel the touch rushing through my veins like it’s giving me life. I detest that all I can think about are all the other times he’s touched me and kissed me. My body aches like it’s still raw from him.

      I’m a fluttering butterfly caught up in his net, and the bizarre thing is that I don’t want to be set free.

      My throat swells with the trail of his fingers to the crook of my knee. And just as I’m about to self-destruct, the place goes up in roars. Lacie’s hands grasp my arm as she pulls me up to her. I’m not really sure what’s happening until I glimpse the scoreboard.

      “We won! We fucking won!” she screams right in my face. I can’t seem to shake her up, and her happiness is infectious in a way that I can’t help but celebrate with her.

      It takes a while longer for her to come back down to earth, and by the time I manage to break free to find Damon, he’s gone. Something inside withers with disappointment. Was he as happy as she was? Did I miss my chance to see him without his carefully controlled front?
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      It’s impossible to ignore Ava across the room. She’s probably the most casual woman in here with her loose-fitting jeans and low-cut Henley. And still, she manages to look better than all the other women in their designer clothes and high heels. She and her friend look like the only two normal people here.

      “Hey, man.” Warner bumps my shoulder as he walks into the room. “Good to see you again.”

      “You too.” I take his proffered hand, and he pulls me into a preppy handshake. “Nice game.”

      “It went all right. We should’ve done better.” He scouts the room, and when he finds Lacie and Ava, he makes a start for them. “Has Lacie spoken to you yet? After what Robert said about what you guys are doing for his book, I wanted to set up a meeting with you.”

      I pause within safe distance from the two women so I can speak without being overheard. I don’t want Ava to create some false illusion from what I’m about to tell him. Whatever’s happening between us is getting complicated and messy. We’re pushing and pulling, and I cannot allow myself to care beyond what she can bring to CPM. I can’t…no matter how blurred our lines become.

      “We can arrange a meeting with me, but if you want the best—” I look to where Ava’s standing by the viewing area with Lacie. The two of them are laughing as they clink to whatever Lacie has raised her champagne glass to. “She’s it.”

      I want to wipe the smile off his face as he stares at her with his gray eyes. The way he’s studying her puts me on edge, making me regret the moment of candidness, because I’ve just fed Ava to a wolf. I know what these sports heroes are like: they create an image of wholesomeness that hides a multitude of sins. Maybe not all, but I see the way Warner is looking at the two of them—like they’re his next supper. I wonder what his pop star wife would think.

      “Word of warning,” I tell him as we start in their direction again. “The only relationships at CPM are professional. I don’t tolerate scandal.”

      A low rumble vibrates out of him. “Gotcha!”

      “Hey!” Lacie spins to us with a wide grin. “Great game!”

      He’s about to say something when she adds, “Yeah, I know, it could’ve been better.” The roll of her eyes is an obvious admonishment of his modesty. “We won again. It’s what matters. Nobody wants to play us, not with the streak you’re on.”

      “I’m going to start thinking I’m your favorite client.” He looks down at her. Lacie isn’t a small woman; she’s tall and voluptuous in the way lingerie models are.

      “You wish!”

      “You disappeared after the game.” Ava looks up at me with confusion softening her stare.

      “I had to make a call,” I lie.

      “Oh.” One of her hands grazes my arm, and when I tense, she licks her lips. Eyes darting to my forearm, she takes a deep breath as a blush tinges her cheeks. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

      “No, noth—”

      “Oh my God, baby, there you are!” America’s newest hit machine pushes between Ava and Lacie, a little unsteady on her feet as she holds her glass of champagne upright. She stands in the middle of us all like an attraction, and I don’t miss the way Warner moves her to stand between us.

      “This meeting,” he sighs, pushing her out of our circle a little more. “I’ve got three days before we’re back so—”

      “Wait.” His wife pushes in front of him again, her hand twisting in his T-shirt, the other barely saving the drink she clearly doesn’t need. “We’re meant to be going home tonight.”

      “You go on without me. I can join you once we’re done.”

      I’m about to tell him we can figure something out when he’s back in town, when she turns to Lacie and spits, “You’re his agent, right?”

      “Holly.” Warner tries to grab her, but she smacks his hand away. “Stop.”

      “She’s your fucking agent, so maybe she should do her fucking job!” She reaches for Lacie, but before she gets closer, Callum stops her. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he pulls her back. The jolt sends her champagne glass flying…drenching Ava’s bright white top with its contents.

      “Oh my God,” Holly shrieks like she’s in shock. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay…” Ava breathes. “It’s okay.”

      I can tell she’s being polite because the corners of her eyes are creased, and the tip of her nose is twitching.

      Fuck, I’m not meant to know those things. Although, she’s been pissed at me enough that it’s not all that surprising I’ve memorized them. Right?

      Her Henley is clinging to her tits like cellophane, and like it, it’s gone translucent enough that you can see through the thin cotton and her lace bra.

      Shit, I don’t even have a jacket to give her. Instead, I hover my hands over her like that’s meant to help the situation.

      “Excuse me.” She hands me her own glass, and crossing her arms over her chest she moves briskly for the restrooms.

      I feel her mortification, and I have no idea what comes over me, but I thrust the glass in my hand at Warner’s wife’s chest. “Enjoy,” I spit at her when she grasps it, and as I turn to follow Ava, I make sure Warner understands I won’t tolerate this kind of crap. “No scandal. No public spectacles. She doesn’t go near my staff.”

      The woman’s a fucking mess for someone who’s become the darling of the media.

      “Damon.” Callum chases after me. “I’m sorry, Holly’s exhausted—she’s not normally like this.”

      “Your wife isn’t my problem.” I walk through the female restroom doors to a few gasps.

      “What are you doing here?” Ava snaps at me when I pause beside her in front of the mirror. “It’s called the female washroom for a reason. Can’t you do the math?”

      Her pride is visibly hurt, and as I turn her to face me, she covers herself up. There’s no one left in here but us, and it bothers me that she’s embarrassed in front of me when I’ve fucked her in a public place and at the office.

      “Here—” I take a step back. “—have mine.”

      “Wha-what the hell are you doing?”

      “Giving you the shirt off my back.”

      Her already flushed complexion reddens a little more.

      “Come on, little mouse…” I pull my long-sleeved T-shirt off and hold it up to her. “I’ve seen your cunt; I don’t think your tits are going to make a difference now.”

      Ava practically chokes at my words, but when the door opens, she takes my offering and runs into one of the cubicles.

      Lacie walks in with a green and blue sports top dangling in her hand.

      “Holy shit!” she blurts, freezing in her tracks. Her eyes roam up and down my body. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      “Feel free to keep going. I can take it.”

      “Lace?” Ava calls from the stall. “What the fuck just happened?”

      “Holly Warner happened,” Lacie replies acidly, finding the cubicle and letting herself in. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “She’s Callum’s wife. Of course it’s my fault.” There’s a heavy sigh, and then the shirt she took in comes flying through the gap over the door. “Feel free to leave it off!”

      “Lacie!” Ava’s bitten whisper is audible through her friend’s laughter.

      “What? He’s got a hot bod…”

      “Bad, bad, Lacie!”

      “Excuse me, I’m not the one that fucked it in public.”

      “Oh my God, shut the fuck up!”

      I pull the top on, trying not to laugh at their conversation. The damn thing is so tight that the seams are pretty much cutting into me. I message my driver to let him know we’re leaving, and before Ava dies of embarrassment, I walk out of the restroom.

      Warner is waiting outside, his wife nowhere in sight.

      “Listen, I want to have the meeting with you before I have to get back. I have a few other editors and agents booked in, but I’d like to hear your pitch. I’m heading home, and if you and Ava would like to join us in the Hamptons, Holly and I would love to have you stay for a couple of days.”

      “How far are you into the book?”

      “It’s done. I didn’t write it. Words aren’t my thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Dyslexia.” He shrugs. “Lacie got me a ghostwriter, and we worked on it together.”

      “Look, I was going to visit my parents—they’re up in East Hampton. Maybe we can do lunch one of the days?”

      “Thanks.” He nods. “Also, you might want this.” He takes his hoodie off and hands it to me. “Preserve your dignity.”

      Without another word he saunters away, leaving me to wait for Ava. And the idiot that I am, I text Mom to let her know I’m coming to visit her…with Ava.

      I know it’s a bad idea, but I like it.
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      The radio murmurs quietly in the background as we navigate through Manhattan, toward my apartment. Damon’s been on his phone for most of the journey, and although the atmosphere isn’t awkward, it feels strange to be sitting beside him in silence. We’ve never done silence. We’ve filled all our moments with flirting and fucking and fighting and fucking and…

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      I look up to find him closer. There’s this look on his face that’s not the man from the bar, but not the Damon I’ve come to know either. He almost looks a little uncertain compared to his usual surety.

      “Except it was.” I comb my poker-straight hair to one side so it curtains my mortification from him. “Note to self: don’t wear white around sports wives.”

      I’m still slowly dying inside over the fact my potential client has gotten an eyeful of my goods.

      “Either way,” he exhales. His fingertips run through my shield of hair, sweeping it away from my face. An observant pout puckers his lips as his eyes rove over me. “It doesn’t matter,” he states, softer than I’ve ever heard him.

      And I’m left wondering if I’m something he cares about. Whether I’m someone to him, rather than a means to an end.

      With those thoughts and the way he’s still looking at me, it’s easy to forget to hate him. I could almost believe I like him. That I admire his lack of scruples and how far he’s willing to go for what he loves.

      How far is too far?

      How far am I willing to go?

      Damon sucks all the breath out of me, filling his lungs as his hand cups my face. Thumb smoothing over my hot, pulsing cheek. Lips ghosting mine. Overgrown stubble bristling over my jaw.

      I want him to kiss me. And not with ignorance of who he is—I’m fully aware of it. And still, I want it. I want Damon Coldwell. In spite of all his lies and wrongdoings. I want him like I’ve never wanted anything before. Like he could make losing myself worth it, because he’s shown me a stronger side of me. A better side.

      “I’m going to kiss you, little mouse,” he murmurs over my lips, like he’s giving me a real choice. A chance to push him away. To stop.

      It’s the one choice I want him to keep. I want him to take, and I never want him to stop.

      I nod, and he doesn’t waste a second. His mouth comes down on mine, hard and commanding as the man I know so well. But his tongue licks into my mouth, slow and savoring. The hand cupping my face slips into my hair as his other rounds my waist and pulls me onto his thighs.

      Sitting on his lap with him caressing me with his strong hands and devouring me with his luscious lips…my heart hasn’t beat this fast or this hard in all my life. Ever.

      The car jolts to a stop, and the driver’s door slams shut. I expect Damon to stop, but if anything, his kiss deepens. We’re hot and breathless. My body is begging for more, and I feel his solid need pressed to the side of my thigh.

      “Truce,” he rumbles when he pulls away.

      “Truce.”

      Opening the car door, he shuffles to the edge of the seat without letting me go. Carefully, he gets out of the car with me still in his arms. He only puts me down when we’re on the stoop of my front door. I let us in to the building, and before the door shuts behind us, he’s turning me back to him, kissing me all the way to the elevator.

      Damon doesn’t stop, and the minute the doors roll shut, he hoists me up between his body and the wall. His hands knead my ass with his thick erection grinding into me and his teeth biting at my lips in between licks and sucks.

      He walks me to my door with my guidance when we get to my floor. And I don’t know how long he continues kissing me up against my apartment door, but eventually he reluctantly puts me down so I can open it.

      I grab his hand and start inside but get pulled backward when he doesn’t follow. I try to tug him in again, but he remains glued to the spot.

      “What? Are you a vampire or something? Do I have to invite you in?”

      He pulls me back to him, spinning me like we’re in a dance. My back crashes to his front at the same time as his teeth sink into my neck.

      Holy fuck.

      My knees are ready to cave with him licking at the spot he bit down on. “You need to pack.”

      “What for?” I turn to face him again, enjoying the way his hands grasp my hips.

      “We’re going on a field trip.” I laugh because he’s got that uncertain haze in his eyes, and it’s making me nervous. “I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow morning.”

      “Where are we going?”

      Damon visibly takes a moment, like he’s trying to get his fill or memorize my face, before he kisses me again. It’s a short, firm press of our lips.

      Taking a step back, he hooks his thumbs into his jean pockets. “We’re having lunch with Warner. He can’t wait to sit down with you.”

      He’s chewing on his lip, but his stance is all business. And I’m so fucking stupid. I’m not anything to him—I’m business.

      “See you tomorrow.” I walk inside and am about to close the door when he holds it open.

      “Ava…”

      I wait for him to say something. Anything. But Damon stands there looking at me like I’m a problem he needs to solve. Like I mean something, but maybe too much has happened and it’s too late for any of it to be more than what it is.

      “Good night, little mouse.” He grins, but it doesn’t have its usual mean glint. And while I watch him walk away, I pull the neckline of his top over my nose and mouth, breathing in his scent.

      Good night, Damon.
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      Damon comes to a stop in front of the sprawling home. The sun is shining down over a large oak on the front lawn. It’s beautiful, and nothing like what I expected from Callum Warner and his wife. They seem like the super-modern show home type.

      This house is cute with its off-white cladding and worn gray shingle roof. The weathervane topping one of the dormer windows spins with the spring bluster. It’s perfectly picturesque with the way it sits amongst the verdant trees and lawn.

      “We’re here,” Damon announces, ducking to look across me to the property.

      “It’s not what I expected.”

      He chews on his lip as he glances at me with raised brows. “Well, it’s home.”

      It takes a second for the penny to drop. “Excuse me?”

      Without answering my question, he gets out of the car, standing at the front trunk, like he’s admiring the place. I should climb across the center console and run the shit out of him.

      But of course, he grins at me with his stupid charismatic grin, and everything sets on fire inside me.

      Fuck, I hate him!

      Getting out of the car, I slam the door to his McLaren as hard as I can before I stand gawking at the house like he is.

      Damon comes to stand beside me after a moment. His shoulder nudges me like it’s meant to make me stop freaking the hell out.

      “What am I doing here?”

      “Working.” He shrugs.

      “Meeting your family isn’t working. Do you bring your other employees here too?”

      Fate must be having a great laugh at my expense because Francesca comes barreling out of the quaint, red front door. “Thank fuck you’re here! I’m starving!”

      When she pauses in front of us, she looks between me and Damon. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”

      “No, he didn’t.”

      “You’re an asshole.” She scowls at him with a tap to his cheek.

      “Harder would be better,” I tell her.

      Fran laughs, threading her arm through mine, and leads me toward the house. “Get the bags, Coldwell.”

      I can’t help but laugh with her, however, I’m still very aware that I’m on my own, navigating a situation I can’t read. We’re not friends…fuck, we’re not even fuckbuddies.

      I freeze as Fran tries to take me inside. My heart is hammering in my throat, my vision is clouding over…I’m not okay with this.

      “Excuse me.” I pull away from her, taking the few steps down the porch as fast as I can. It’s a wonder I don’t fall over myself. I’m no Forrest Gump, but the farther I run, the more impossible it is to stop.

      “Ava,” Damon calls behind me, each echo of my name getting louder as he catches up to me. “Ava!”

      I feel his proximity, and as magnetic as it is, I keep running until I’m at the edge of his parents’ manicured drive and he’s holding me prisoner in his viselike arms.

      “Stop.” He turns me to face him, and when he tries to press me to him, I hold my arms out, pushing against his chest. “What happened?”

      What happened?

      My stomach twists, with my lungs wrung out.

      What happened?

      My heart is in overdrive, and I have no idea if it’s anger or frustration or whether I am just frayed to the core.

      What happened?

      “Did it ever occur to you that I’ve already done this shit before?” I snap. The tears that I’ve held back so many times finally fall. “With a man I was supposed to marry. Not my boss. Not some guy I fucked in a bar.”

      His arms drop to his sides, setting me free. Only I’ve lost the power to run. It’s all coming out in treacherous tears, making me hate him even more for reducing me to this. My pride is gone. Broken. Something I’ve held together for so long. After everything with my father at Monroe. After Marsh…Damon was the one to burn it to the ground.

      “I can get you a hotel,” he says, voice more gravelly than usual. Dry almost.

      “Please.” It’s all I can manage.
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      DAMON

      

      I guess she loved him after all.

      Does she still love him?

      Loosening my arms around her, I step back.

      For all the shit that’s happened, this is what breaks her?

      Maybe it’s time I cut my losses and let her go. I should let her go back to the people who have no appreciation for her capabilities.

      Maybe that’s what she’s wanted all along—to go back to him.

      I try to swallow down the bile the thought of her with him pulls from my stomach, but the longer I stand looking at her, the more impossible it becomes.

      “I can get you a hotel.” I don’t recognize the sound of my own voice, and I hate her for it.

      “Please.” Red-rimmed, teary eyes widen on mine. She really does look like a lost little mouse. And I’m the idiot who thought he could change that.
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      The hotel is an old colonial farmhouse, white clad with black shutters. The receptionist is nice, young, and I’m sure she believes we’re having some sort of sordid rendezvous. I’m not sure how because the atmosphere between Damon and me is glacial at this point.

      “I’ll pick you up for the meeting tomorrow,” he says, looking at the ground between us.

      I didn’t know that you can miss someone looking you in the eye until now. He’s always looked at me, even when I wished he didn’t. And now I wish he would, and he won’t.

      “Damon…” I move a little closer, breathing in his warm ambery scent. “I’m sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing.” His hand grazes my shoulder, and I swear that it tries to hold on, but it drops to his side as he turns to leave.

      Watching him walk away feels like a sledgehammer to my heart. It doesn’t make sense for me to feel this way, not when he’s deceived me at every turn. Damon is always one step ahead and ready to pounce with his games. First the bar, then the blackmail…Robert and this whole thing with Warner. The only reason he wanted me for that is Lacie, or my friendship with her.

      Damon is like some kind of omniscient and omnipresent being. Every time I think we’re on the same page, another surprise pops up.

      He acts like an asshat, especially when he cares about something…someone.

      Fran’s words echo around my thoughts, getting louder and louder and louder until my feet are moving of their own accord, tracing Damon’s steps back to his car.

      The sky is clouding over like it’s about to pour down. The salt in the air coats my lungs as I suck as much of the cool air into them as possible.

      And as his car rumbles to life, I pull the door open.

      “Why did you bring me here?” The question bursts from me. “I’m not Fran. I’m not your friend.”

      “I’ll call you back. Okay, Mom?”

      “Of course, darling.”

      Shit. I can’t fucking win today. If I ever meet this woman, she’s going to hate me.

      I hope she doesn’t. The thought makes my heart stumble in its erratic pace.

      Standing from his car, he shuts the door and perches on the hood. The wind is picking up a little like it’s brewing a storm. And the way he’s watching me, it’s like I’m it. The storm.

      “Truce?” he asks.

      “No. No more truces, Damon. Just be straight with me…no more games and surprises.” I edge closer to him, not enough to touch, but enough that when the wind whirls around us, his scent wraps itself around me. “Why didn’t you tell me? Give me some warning? I don’t even know what we are…”

      “Can’t we just be me and you?”

      “We are, Damon. I’m me and you’re you.” The air around us begins to mist as the sky darkens to a deep violet, shadowed with the grayest clouds I’ve ever seen. “You’re my boss, and I’m your employee. You’re the man that lied to me and then blackmailed me into staying. The guy that had me steal from my own family.” There’s a low rumble above us, the mist becoming thicker until it’s a hardening drizzle. “You kiss me like you care, but in the end, when you’re done, you’ll discard me.”

      Damon nods, his head falling back as he looks up to the sky. He’s the most captivating person I’ve ever known. The rain trails over his face, rivering down his neck in glistening streams that soak through his shirt.

      It’s cold and windy and I’m rattling in my skin, but I can’t bear the thought of walking away without an answer from him. The freezing rain heavies, and it doesn’t matter how tight I wrap my arms around myself, I can’t stop my shivers.

      Glancing back to me, he leans forward, hooking his arm around my waist and pulling me to him. His eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen, and the pull between us is more powerful than I’ve ever felt it. I could try to fight it, but I don’t want to. I’m done fighting him and whatever this is.

      Damon’s hand flattens on my back; the other smooths my wet hair from my face. This is my kryptonite. Moments like these where there are no words, only touches and breaths and stares.

      “I wasn’t meant to like you,” he whispers, tipping my face up to his so his eyes bore into mine. “I wasn’t meant to care.”

      With the way he leans over me, my blood rushes through me like hot oil, waiting for his kiss. Waiting for him to devour me with the hungry, feral look in his eyes. But his forehead touches mine, his gaze stamped on mine…and all there is, is me and him.

      None of the past. Not even the future. It’s just him and me. Both lost in a moment where nothing else matters.

      I have to ask myself if this is it. Love. Because I’ve never felt it before. I’ve never felt my soul belong like this. And so, there is a reason for everything. A journey to this perfectly imperfect, rainy, cold, and consuming moment.

      “Would you have dinner with me? Only me and you…” The tip of his nose trails up the bridge of mine until his lips press to my forehead.

      Nuzzling into the crook of his neck as he wraps his arms around me, I nod. “Yes.”

      His chin dips down until his warm lips touch my cool neck. His teeth graze the same spot he bit down on last night. And all the air pushes right out of my lungs.

      “Cheese, little mouse,” he murmurs, a hand pulling me flush to him as the other caresses my face, bringing it up so we’re eye to eye once again. Except he doesn’t hold my stare; his mouth finds mine, and all the wild hunger in his dark depths pours from him. And I take it. I drink every bit of it and let it fill me up until I’m certain I have no room left for anything else, bar him.

      Damon wraps his arms around me, walking me around the front of the car to the passenger side as thunder starts to grumble loudly around us. Pulling away from me, he nips at my lower lip a couple of times before he focuses on getting me in the car.

      “Don’t I need to get changed?” I ask as he finds the seat belt and buckles me in.

      “Trust me?” He tugs at it.

      “Okay.”

      He chuckles, ducking back out into the rain and jogging around to his side. His normally neat hair is a wet mess, the short lengths sticking to his forehead. He looks almost a little childish with the content grin on his face. I can’t help the urge to trace his jaw, and when I meander over his stubbled beard, he sighs like this too is a perfect moment for him.

      “I like it when you kiss me in the rain.” I like all his kisses, but I loved this one. I can still feel it everywhere. It’s like a living thing inside me like the thunderstorm building around us. Powerful and enthralling.

      My fingertips tangle in the short lengths of his hair while I watch him drive. The quiet feels peaceful with the hum of the heating, the thrum of the rain, and the occasional crack of lightning along the shore. I could live with him in this warm cocoon forever.
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      Oh my God.

      “You told me to trust you.” I stare out at the lobster shack that’s all lit up in the storm.

      “I did.”

      “Are you trying to get us killed?”

      Damon doesn’t answer my question, of course. He gets out and comes to my side to get me out too. I’m only just beginning to dry out thanks to the half-hour drive. I press the central lock as he gets to my side, already dripping.

      “Open the door, Ava!” he yells over the rain.

      “No. Na-ah!” I’m a mouse, not a fucking drowning rat.

      We have a glaring competition through the misting glass, and then he does the most logical thing—he unlocks the car.

      “You’re being sorely melodramatic about this,” he chuckles as he pulls me out of the car.

      “This place looks ready to blow away.”

      “It’s been here over thirty years; it’ll survive this storm just as it’s survived all the others.” We jog up the short steps to the wide surrounding porch. We’re barely out of the rain when he kisses me. It’s soft and quick, but it still makes me giddy, and I can’t hide my smile. “I thought you liked rain kisses.”

      Rain kisses. I love them actually.

      “You can’t use my words against me.”

      “I just did.” He’s laughing as he pulls the door open, and the heat from inside blasts us. It’s like being back in his warm car, only it smells delicious and my mouth is watering for food and not the sight of Damon handling the steering wheel.

      A few bistro tables line the wall opposite the food counter, but he takes me all the way to the back and through a curtained doorway that leads to the porch. Heavy clear plastic sheets are pulled taught over the open intervals, and it feels like we’re hanging off the edge of a cliff or something because there’s only sea ahead of us.

      “You actually have a death wish.”

      “Trust me, you’re safe. You’ll live to see another day and with a belly full of food.”

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in!” We both turn to the opening we came through. A tall, older woman is standing there, wiping her hands on her apron with a big grin on her face. “Damon Coldwell, are you sure you’re in the right place?”

      “I’m always in the right place,” he replies, his voice light and cheery. “Where’s Jo?”

      “Right here.” She points at herself as she comes closer and whips him with a dishcloth from her apron pocket before she starts cleaning a table in the corner.

      “I meant the other Jo.”

      “He’s in the kitchen. Always in the kitchen, that man.” She shrugs. “Sit down. I’ll go grab a menu, give you and your lady friend a minute to get settled.”

      “Ava, Jo-Anne. Jo-Anne, Ava,” he introduces us.

      “Aren’t you pretty,” she coos.

      “I guess so.” Damon pulls out the chair for me at the same time as I thank her.

      “Pretty?” Scowling up at him, I trail my finger from the middle of his chest, down to the top of his jeans. “You should think I’m the most goddamn beautiful thing you’ve ever laid your eyes on if you’re going to save this date.”

      “Don’t you worry, the food will do that.” He pulls the chair opposite mine across and sits beside me. “What would you like to drink? They have one beer, one white, one red, and one rosé. Oh, and vodka. That’s it. Nothing else. Except water and soda.”

      “I’ll have whatever is good.”

      Smiling, he takes my hand. Twisting the slim band on my middle finger, he asks, “Do you love him?”

      The serious expression on his face deepens when I don’t reply straightaway, and his fingers thread through mine. I look at the plain ring on my finger, trying to figure out why it triggered such a question, but it’s only when he traces the white line from my engagement ring that I understand.

      “I don’t know. I mean, I don’t even know if I did really.” I feel embarrassed admitting it, but it seems to relax him again.

      “Why would you marry him, then?”

      “I thought I did. Things between us were easy. We enjoyed some of the same things. My parents loved him, and he had all the credentials and potential… I…I don’t know. Why are you asking?”

      Looking up at me, with the outdoor heater light reflecting in his eyes, he looks devilish. “Because I want to know if he’s competition.”

      His seriousness is kind of sinister, and given how he handles things…

      “Damon, I was more upset at the fact he stole my promotion than I was over breaking our engagement. I suppose that means I didn’t love Marsh. I don’t know, but if I wanted him back, I would never have let anything happen between us.”

      Jo-Anne comes back with a menu, but he orders everything off the top of his head, without a second thought. And although it’s not the fanciest of places for a date, I love that it means something to him. That he loves it here.

      When she leaves, he continues. “I don’t do competition.”

      “Because you’re a brat?”

      “I’m not a brat!”

      “Really? Fran seems to think you’re a spoilt rich brat who won’t let anything stand in his way. Basically, boundary issues.”

      We get our beers with red plastic cups and paper plates with cute tiny lobsters wearing chef hats.

      “Fran’s a pain in my ass.” Sucking a long gulp of his beer, he takes in the view, darkness lined with breaking waves. “And besides, since she got knocked up, she’s all weird.”

      “What?” I’m not sure how she’s kept that so quiet and hidden so well. But I am grateful she had the friends talk with me. After today, the last thing I’d want is to freak out about something I don’t need to.

      “Don’t worry,” Damon laughs. “It’s not mine,” he adds with an exaggerated wink.

      I take a pull of my beer, not bothering with the plastic cup. I’m in complete awe as the sky lights up a bright violet, the clouds a deep indigo as a lightning bolt strikes the sea. The thunder that follows it is so loud and surrounding that my heart feels like it’s being shocked to life. And as the wind sucks at the plastic holding the storm out, I squeeze his hand.

      “Isn’t it amazing?” he breathes, lacing our hands together.

      “Yes, it’s incredible.”

      We watch every encore and new strike like we’re front row at our very own private show. Chef Jo brings our lobster roll and fries dinner out. He’s much like his wife—friendly and happy. And after Damon’s introduction, he disappears again.

      “So, the trick is to just get as much in your mouth as possible.” He throws a fry into his mouth and eats it while he arranges the filling in his roll. “Come on, you’ve got to spread the filling evenly so that you don’t lose any of it. Don’t be shy, your mouth is big enough to run itself, so…”

      “My mouth is big enough to run itself?”

      “You and Fran have that down.” Putting down his roll, he chuckles. It’s playful and light…and I love it. He picks up mine and arranges the filling like his.

      “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to touch other people’s food?” I smack his hand away and carry on with what he was doing.

      “My mom taught me a lot of things, but there are no rules here.” There’s so much fondness in the way he speaks of his mom that it gets me all anxious over the prospect of meeting her in the future.

      “Is she going to hate me? I hope she doesn’t feel I was rude or…or…oh God, she’s going to think I’m an awful person.”

      “It’s not a big deal. She’s got Fran there with her unborn grandbaby.”

      “I didn’t mean to be rude, it’s just you blindsided me, and the only other guy that’s ever introduced me to their parents like that…I freaked out. My parents aren’t even talking to me.”

      “Ava, it doesn’t matter, and if you really want to know, Mom was pissed at me.”

      “She was? Why?”

      “Fran couldn’t keep her mouth shut as per usual. I feel sorry for Grayson.”

      Grayson. The name is familiar. “Hold on, she’s with the legal guy?”

      “Yeah, he’s decent, and she deserves someone that will really look after her.” He shrugs, sucking the dressing from his fingers before he picks up a quarter-sized token. “So, every customer gets a song.” He nods at the corner. There’s an old jukebox plastered with stickers and surrounded by lobster memorabilia. “Go on.”

      I take the token from him and wander over to the jukebox. The oldest disc on there is from the eighties. My favorite disc is from the seventies though.

      The sound crackles once I select the song, and vocals fill the air soon after.

      “No. No fucking way,” Damon calls from his seat, looking all affronted by the opening to ABBA’s “Take a Chance on Me.” “Of all the songs on there.”

      “My song, my choice.” I dance along to the music as I mimic the lyrics. It’s one of mine and Lacie’s favorite.

      “You wasted a song; I can’t believe that.” He picks up both of our rolls and hands me mine. “Now eat. Remember, as much as you can. The more the better.”

      “Got it.”

      “Right. Okay. One, tw—”

      “Wait, why are you counting us in? It’s not a competition.”

      “It’s part of the experience. Now hush and eat.”

      I do as he tells me, getting as much in my mouth as I possibly can. It tastes divine, and I can’t wait to finish the rest.

      “That’s potential right there,” he laughs, still holding his food. Leisurely, he takes a normal bite.

      I’m still chewing and swallowing through my first bite when he takes his second. Once I’m done, I wash it down with a mouthful of beer.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Maybe, but that was impressive.” He offers me a fry from the shared basket.

      “Whatever.” I stick my tongue out at him before I take it from him.

      My song ends, and he’s up and at the jukebox quickly. “Because the Night” comes on, and I really can’t believe that it’s his pick.

      “What?” Sitting down beside me, he shovels in the rest of his roll.

      “Nothing.” It takes me all of two normal bites to finish mine.

      Jo-Anne brings us another couple of beers, and we sit and talk. We continue taking in the sporadic thunder and lightning. I haven’t had this much fun in forever. And honestly, I never in a million years thought that this would be us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      Damon walks me to my room. We’re both silent watching the door swing open. Pulling me into his arms, he puckers his mouth on the tip of my nose in a chaste kiss. But his hands skim the hem of my shirt, his thumb slipping beneath it, stroking across my stomach. I love the feel of his skin on mine, how warm his touch always is.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he groans over my lips as I press myself to him, my arms locking around his neck.

      In spite of all the calm, my heart is thundering in my chest. My blood is burning through my veins. I don’t want tonight to end. Ever.

      “Don’t go.” I skim a kiss over his plump lower lip. “Stay with me.”

      Grasping his hand, I tug him with me through the door, but before we get farther into the room, he pulls me back to him, not dissimilar to the way he did last night.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Warm brown eyes trace my face as his large hands comb through my knotted lengths. “Nothing,” Damon replies with a low chuckle.

      Nothing feels wrong, but he’s not exactly ripping my clothes off and fucking me senseless. He’s so good at that.

      Like he can read my mind, he draws me flush to his body, every chiseled line molding to my soft curves. Spinning us around, he walks me into the wall beside the open doorway. The bulge in his pants hardens at the base of my belly.

      Hands roving up my sides, he skims my silhouette up to my shoulders. “I’m going to kiss you good night,” he breathes over my jaw. His stubble grazes my skin in that way that has my stomach twisting with need. “And then I’m going to leave.”

      What? Why?

      Slowly he drops kisses over one side of my face before he repeats on the other.

      “I don’t fuck on a first date.”

      I almost choke on the laugh that bubbles up my throat, but before it can escape, he kisses me. Hard. Deep. Slow. It’s the kind of kiss that has every inch of me ready for more. My toes are curling in my sneakers. My fingers coil in his hair. My skin erupts with a million goose bumps that make every touch, graze, and skim of our bodies feel like the best foreplay.

      I can barely breathe when he pulls away with his chest heaving like mine and his hands clenched like he’s using up all his control.

      “Good night, my beautiful Ava,” he rumbles, pressing a kiss to the corner of my mouth before he leaves.

      My knees cave, my body slipping down the wall until I’m sitting on the ground, tracing all his kisses with my fingertips.
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      The porch light is on, like Mom always used to leave it when I used to stay out late. It’s not even that late, but with the storm it got dark earlier than usual, and Mom is a stickler for the safety of her only child. Her favorite line to drive home—“You’re my only child, Damon. There’s no replacement for you.”

      I was so happy when Fran came along and became the daughter she never had. It was a relief.

      “There you are,” Mom sighs halfway down the stairs. “You didn’t call me back. I was worried. With the storm and that car…why can’t you drive something that’s sturdier.”

      “Mom.” I meet her at the bottom step. “I’m home. I’m fine. Pretty great actually. Stop worrying.”

      “Darling, you’re my only child.” She links her arm through mine as I usher her into the kitchen.

      “I know.”

      The place looks like a bomb hit it. There’s enough food to feed a small army. I don’t think she’s ever cooked this much for Thanksgiving or Christmas.

      “Jesus, did you want to cook any more food?”

      “Well, I thought I was going to have a girl to impress and…”

      “It’s probably a good thing Ava didn’t stay. She would’ve had a meltdown.” Taking a plate down, I walk around the kitchen island, eyeing up all the trays covered in foil and plastic wrap. “Come on, I think I might need your help making a plate.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “Yeah, I do.”

      “He really does,” Fran sings from the kitchen doorway, holding up a plate of her own. She’s changed from her loose dress into leggings and Grayson’s Yale sweater. “It’s what he gets for being an asshat.”

      “Don’t you have a home of your own?”

      “Not with this much food. And besides, since I’m on a sex ban, I need to live vicariously through you.” She sits herself at the kitchen table with a grimace on her face. I’m not really sure what to reply to that. After a moment of silence, she perks up again. “I can’t stop eating the cornbread and the ham. It’s so good.”

      Mom serves me some of her baked ham and cornbread.

      “Where’s Grayson?”

      “In a food coma.”

      Mom hands me my loaded plate. I’m really not hungry, but I feel bad that she went to so much trouble and I fucked it up.

      “And Dad?”

      “He’s gone to bed. He needs rest, and after the stroke he’s slower.” Mom’s smile is weak which makes her look sadder. “But he’s okay.”

      She pours me a water and follows me to the table where we sit with Fran. They’re both looking at me quietly, in the way they do when they’re either fishing for information or have to give me bad news.

      “What?” I take a sip of my water, washing down the mouthful of cornbread.

      “What happened? Is Ava mad at you?” Fran moves her food around her plate. “Was it something I said? I can’t even remember what we were saying when she freaked out. My head is all over the place, and I feel terrible.”

      “I’d love to blame you and your big mouth, but it was me.”

      “And?” Mom leans closer, eyes wide. “What happened?”

      “We went to Jo’s for dinner and we talked.”

      “That’s nice.” Mom sighs at the same time as Fran asks, “And?”

      “And mind your own fucking business.”

      “I am minding my own fucking business!” she snaps, and Mom jumps right in to pacify the situation. “No fighting. Civilized conversation at the table.”

      Fran puts her fork down, pushing her plate away. Her face is all kinds of twisted and sorry-looking, and I know there’s something wrong before she even says anything.

      “I need to make sure you have someone to watch your back when I’m gone.” Her eyes are all wide and waterlogged.

      “What are you talking about?” My heart is racing, and I don’t mean to snap, but Fran doesn’t cry unless it’s something serious. Like her parents dying. That’s the only time she’s ever really cried.

      “Can we all calm down?” Mom stands to rummage in the kitchen. When she returns, she has a bottle of scotch in her hand and three glasses. She pours one and hands it to Fran. “Sniff.” Then another for me and one for herself. “There’s no use stressing,” she tells Fran. “Your ob-gyn has a plan. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “Can someone tell me what’s going on? Are you okay? Is the baby okay?”

      Fran takes a long inhale over the rim of her glass. I still think it’s fucking weird, but whatever makes her happy and keeps her ticking.

      “I’m okay, it’s just that my placenta is in the wrong place, and I’m going to have to leave early because my doctor’s put me on bed rest.”

      “And?”

      “And I’m not ready to leave!” she grits out, her frustration evident even through her tears. “I can’t just leave you.”

      Taking her hand, I link her fingers with mine. “Yeah, you can. I’m a grown-ass man; I don’t need you to put yourself or your baby in danger for me.”

      “But I haven’t finished organizing everything, and there’s no one to have your back.”

      “Dex will be there.”

      “Dex cares about the business. He’s all about the business and the money…” She sniffs, squeezing my hand tighter.

      “It’s why I made him VP.” My laugh doesn’t have the soothing effect I’d hoped for. If anything, it gets her even more worked up.

      “But you need someone to be about you and what you want. You need someone to have your back and your vision…and Ava cares. I know she does, and if she loves you, then she’ll make sure you are happy and not just doing shit for the sake of success or the money. She’ll have your back, and you care enough about her that you’ll listen to her. I know you care. I do.”

      “This is what you’ve been stewing over all day?” Mom asks her crossly.

      “You don’t understand, Elizab—”

      “Fran!”

      “Damon, Ava’s going to find out you construed everything, and she’s going to hate you. And there’ll be no going back because she won’t trust you ever again, and you can’t love someone you don’t trust. So, you have to fix everything. You have to give her Monroe, and you have to walk away from it completely. It’s not worth it. You know that, don’t you?”

      I pull my vibrating phone from my pocket, and as I’m about to check it, Fran places her hand over it, peering up at me.

      “If you let her go, she’ll come back to you.”

      She lifts her hand, and my screen instantly lights up.

      

      Ava: I wish you were here.

      

      
        
        Damon: Me too.

      

      

      

      Ava: Maybe next time…

      

      
        
        Damon: Are you asking me out?

      

      

      

      Ava: Goodnight, Damon. x

      

      Fuck. I know Fran’s right, I do, but I can’t let Ava go. I just can’t.

      “Damon.” Fran scoots her chair closer, resting her head on my shoulder. “You know it’s the right thing to do.”

      “You’re right, Monroe should be hers, but it won’t be unless I stick to the plan.”

      “What on earth is going on?” Mom levels us both with a glare. Of course, it’s all Fran needs to tell her everything, and as much as I love Fran, I need to walk away before I end up losing my shit.

      “Where are you going?” Mom calls as I leave them, and I don’t bother replying. Instead, I go find Grayson. He and I have a lot to discuss.
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      Ava’s got all the effortless charm down to perfection. I picked her up in another pair of dark blue jeans that make her long, slender legs look lithe with the nude heels she’s wearing. The oversized blue shirt is tucked into her pants, making her waist look small. Her hair is up in a casual knot with wisps framing her face. She’s so laid-back as we talk to Warner that you would believe she’s the boss.

      “Those are some of the things we’ll do, but once I’ve read your book and have a feel for it, we can put together a plan that’s personalized to you. The important thing is that you’re comfortable with the direction we’re going. At the end of the day it’s your story and your life, and whatever approach we take, it has to reflect that.” She takes a sip of her wine spritzer and actually listens to him and all the things he wants to achieve.

      And the whole time I’m sitting here thinking about last night and the conversations I had with Mom, Fran, and Grayson.

      For the first time, I’m uncertain of what I’m doing because I don’t want to lose Ava, but it feels like it’s an eventuality. Regardless of what I do, it will happen because she’s not like me or the industry we’re in. She’s soft. So fucking soft and caring, and she would rather let someone take from her than cut their throat.

      “Thanks for meeting up today, I’m sure you have other clients…” Warner stands, drinking the rest of his pressed juice. Turning to me, he offers me his hand, and when I shake it, he says, “You’re right, she’s the best.”

      “Ava certainly is.”

      “I’ll talk to you guys soon. I have a couple of meetings in the next few days, but playoffs are here and…”

      “You should focus on your game.” Ava shakes his hand, and with the loose collar of her shirt shifting with the motion, I smile at the glimpse of her tattoo fading into her hairline. “We’re here whenever you’re ready.”

      It feels like Warner doesn’t want to leave her presence because he keeps finding something to say or ask. To the point that I want to tell him to get on his way and leave us to the evening I have planned.

      “Why are you scowling?” she laughs as he walks away.

      “I thought he’d never fucking leave.”

      “Well, you know, he wanted to stay with the best.” Falling onto my lap when I sit, she strokes my jaw with her nails. “I thought you said Warner asked for me.”

      “He did.”

      “Once you nudged him in my direction.”

      “He wanted the best.”

      “Damon.” She sits straighter, looking me in the eyes. “I don’t want special favors. Whatever we’re doing. Whatever we are…”

      “Have I ever given you preferential treatment?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t need it. And you’re not that kind of woman, and I’m sure as fuck not that kind of guy. You get what you work for.”

      “Okay.” She smiles wide, her forehead touching to mine.

      “You hungry?”

      “Are you a feeder or something?”

      That would be Mom, but… “I thought you wanted a second date badly enough to ask me out?”

      “Whatever.” She glares at me, getting to her feet.

      “I accept, and I’ve made a reservation.”

      “How forward of you. What if I wanted to take you to my death trap?” She pulls her oversized jacket on and grabs her purse.

      “Maybe next time,” I tease as I walk us to my car.

      I thought I had Ava all figured out. More so than I should, given I wasn’t meant to care. But she’s got these little endearing traits—like the way she fusses with tendrils behind her ear, curling them as she gets lost in her thoughts. Her expression matches whatever’s going through her mind. If it’s pleasant, she smiles, like she’s doing now. Like she did the entire drive on the way here.

      The tavern is busy, but it has a hotel right across the street that means we can both enjoy the meal and our drinks without having to drive anywhere afterward.

      “I’ve never really been to the Hamptons.” She looks around the modestly decorated interior. It’s got a cozy farmhouse feel with nautical décor. “I always thought it’d be uppity, but so far it’s so calm and relaxed. I like it.”

      “It a little different in the summer when all the rich folk come in, but this is it.”

      The waitress brings our drinks with the dinner menu, and we’re about to order when Fran starts blowing my phone up. I’m instantly on edge given our conversation yesterday, and the worst-case scenarios are going through my head even though I have no idea what they are. I just see blood and tears because it’s what I remember from when Mom had her last miscarriage. I was fourteen and it was terrifying. I thought she was going to die.

      “Everything okay?” Ava asks, eyes furrowing at my phone.

      

      Fran: PICK UP.

      Fran: CALL ME.

      

      I do. It doesn’t ring once before she answers, “Oh my God, Damon. Oh my God…he fell. Just fell. He was fine and then he fell, and the ambulance is here. The paramedics… Oh my God.”

      “Dad?” I’m standing and dropping some cash on the table. I can hear the clack of Ava’s heels behind me. “Is he okay? Is Mom?”

      “I don’t know.” She’s in tears, and I can’t be an asshole and tell her to get her shit together because of everything that went down with her parents. “I’m on my way to the house. Let me know what happens and where they take him, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s going to be okay, all right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Grayson’s there, right?”

      “Right.” She’s on autopilot. It’s her thing when something goes seriously wrong.

      “I’ll be there in no time.”

      Hanging up, I turn to Ava. She looks as worried as I feel—something Fran would be. It’s a stupid moment to wonder, but… Would she really have my back? Would she love me?

      “Can I do anything?” She doesn’t even know what’s happened and she wants to help.

      Because she’s a good person.

      “I’ve booked a room in the hotel. If you give them my name…”

      She takes my hand as I search for my keys. “I can come with you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I’d like to. I mean, I can’t drive your car or anything because it scares the shit out of me, but I can hold your hand or…I don’t know.” She’s oozing compassion and tenderness, and I can’t help but take it.

      The car journey is quiet for the most part. I get a call from Grayson telling me Dad’s been taken to the hospital.

      The perpetual silence that follows is more burdening than anything I’ve ever felt. It allows fear to sink right in and wreak havoc with all my foundations. But she’s there with me, and it’s impossible not to let her into all the places I’ve tried to keep her out of.

      The hospital is quiet, it’s nothing like the New York modern giant Dad was taken to when he had the stroke. But the staff are kind and quick to point us in the right direction.

      Grayson’s pacing up and down the long white and gray hall as we walk in, and Fran is sitting on a chair that’s clearly been put outside Dad’s hospital room for her. Eyes red and face tear-streaked, she’s impassive.

      “You can wait with me,” Grayson tells Ava. Reluctantly, she releases my hand with one of her lip-biting smiles.

      All I want is to bring her with me. I just want to hold on to her. Instead, I hold on to Fran. We stand outside Dad’s room and watch as the doctors talk to him and Mom.

      The only relief is that Dad is awake and he’s talking. He’s okay, and the world finally stops spinning too fast for me to gather myself. I can breathe.

      “See?” I draw Fran into my side. “I told you, it’s okay.”

      She nods, pushing away from me. “You didn’t see it. You didn’t see him.”

      “Francesca…”

      Walking back the way I just came, she looks exhausted. I don’t bother arguing with her over her pessimism. I let her go, because she will come back. Like Fran always does.

      The doctors leave, and Mom settles Dad. I sit with them for while listening to what happened and why.

      “So, it’s just low blood pressure?”

      “Yes.” Mom pats my knee. “The meds he’s taking were too strong, but the specialist is coming to see your father tomorrow morning to review everything.”

      “Honestly, I’m fine. I’m just sorry I scared Francesca.” He winks at the door.

      “You’re not funny!” she growls from the doorway.

      “Bring it in, kid.” He pats the bed beside me, and with a sulk she ambles over, sitting next to him.

      He wraps his arm around her shoulders, and in spite of looking frail, he comforts her. Like he would Mom and me.

      “You’re really okay?”

      “Yes,” he tells her.

      “You scared the shit out of me,” I grumble, my heart still trying to slow to its normal rhythm.

      “Yeah,” Mom sighs, standing. “Apparently assholism runs in the family.”

      “That’s not a word,” I tell her as she shoos us off the bed and pulls the covers over Dad.

      “Out with both of you.” Mom walks us out of the room. “You—” She points at Fran. “—go home and put those feet up. Stooge one—” Pinching my chin, she winks. “—you make sure she does as she’s told, and stop worrying. Okay?”

      “Mom…”

      “He’s fine. It was a dizzy spell.” She takes a deep breath. “We’re staying so the specialist can see him first thing. Now go on, get out of here.”

      “I can’t leave you here on your own.”

      “I’m with your father.”

      “And you’ve got your hands full.” He nods at the open double doorway.

      Ava’s standing behind Grayson with a tray of drinks in her hand. Her mouth tips up softly, and my world pauses, tilting on its axis.

      “Go on…” Mom presses a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll call you if anything changes. But we’re good here.”

      Fran and I trudge out of the room, and as we’re about to disappear, Mom calls, “I love you. Both of you.”

      “Love you too.” Fran blows her a kiss.

      Always the kiss-ass.

      Grayson takes the drinks from Ava, taking them to Mom, and a quiet second with her is all I need to relax.

      “He’s okay,” I breathe the minute Ava wraps her arms around my waist.

      “Good.” She presses a kiss to the top of my chest. “Are you okay?”

      “I think so.” My heart finally begins to settle, but I keep holding on to her. “Thank you for being here.”

      She smiles in response, looking up at me with heavy-lidded doe eyes that are all affection and speak of so many feelings. Too many feelings that are impossible to hide.

      And I could love her. Maybe. Probably…

      “You want to show me your room?” she trills, her head tipped back, and azure eyes creased with affection.

      …Definitely.
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      Damon drops our bags on the floor by his bedroom door. Taking my heels from me, he throws them beside our things, followed by his jacket and then mine. His boots join the pile, and before I get a good look around the moonlit room, his hands are cupping my jaw, drawing me into his body.

      “My beautiful Ava…” I swallow at the low rumble of my name from his lips. “Little mouse…”

      The pounding of my heart blurs my vision, and my breathless pants burn my lungs.

      “Thank you,” he whispers into my slightly gaping mouth.

      I touch my fingertip to the light freckle just visible above the stubble running along his top lip. “Stop thanking me.”

      I didn’t do anything except accompany him. There wasn’t anything for me to do, so I don’t get why he’s so thankful. I did nothing.

      Damon lowers himself to my height, his eyes meeting mine. In the silver light of the moon, they look a relucent charcoal gray. So intense and magnetic. In spite of all he does, I don’t think he knows how powerful he is. Because with one look he can change everything I’ve ever wanted.

      His mouth lowers to my lips, skimming over them until they trail up my jaw, depositing kiss after kiss after kiss punctuated by his hums and groans and sharp inhales. The higher his lips roam—over my ear to my temple, tracing my hairline until they stop with a hard press to my forehead—the taller he stands over me.

      With my head tilted back, he pulls my messy knot loose, running his fingers through it and working out the tangles with gentle tugs that send frissons of need to my core, until I’m molten desire in his hands.

      Grabbing my ass, he hoists me up his body until my feet are hooked over his butt. My hands fist the open collar of his shirt, pulling him to me as I take his lips with mine. His tongue pushes into my mouth, and God, he tastes so damn good. He’s all sensual masculinity and overwhelming need. Strong and overpowering, gentle and caring all the same.

      Trailing kisses down my neck, he sits me on the edge of the bed, slipping to the plush carpet on his knees. Kneeling between my legs, he unbuttons my shirt—button by button, slow and quiet. My every pore is aching and every limb so heavy with want for him that I can barely sit upright.

      My hands coil around the comforter as Damon slips the shirt over my shoulders. His face nuzzles into the crease of my breasts, and he pulls at the cups, his tongue traces the engorged curves, thumbs rounding my tightly furled nipples until I’m squirming on the bed, incapable of catching my breath.

      Oh Lord.

      Every moan is cut short by his purposeful touches. Every pull of air into my lungs is stilted by the lust swelling in my throat.

      Holy shit.

      My hand winds into his hair, holding him to me as he pulls my nipple into his mouth, his tongue laving around the turgid point in between grazes of his teeth. And when I think I might just explode from Damon’s attention to my breasts and the way his hands roam the curve of my waist to the heavy swell of my chest and down to the tops of my thighs, he stops.

      Standing, he removes his shirt without ceremony. Every chiseled line of his body is shadowed, making him look lethal in every possible way. He pulls my shirt from me, discarding it with his. Then his hand is coiling into my loose lengths, tugging my face up to his. And while he cups the side of my face with his other hand, skimming his thumb over my lips again and again, I trace the light trail of hair from his navel, to the top of his jeans.

      “I could look at you all day,” he rumbles, with blazing eyes raking over me. “And I would never tire.”

      I work his belt and pants open, leaving the top of his thick bulge exposed with his underwear barely containing it. As I begin to tug everything down at once, he pushes me onto my back, bracing himself over me on one hand as the other works the buttons on my jeans open. Slipping his hand under my butt, he grasps my pants and underwear, and in one swift motion he yanks them down my thighs to my knees, leaving me exposed when he stands to fully discard them.

      Dear God.

      Impossibly, my body heats further. Every part of me is pulsing and clenching. And as I watch him strip off his pants, it hits me that we’ve never been intimate like this. He’s seeing all of me and I’m seeing all of him and somehow it doesn’t seem enough. I want to feel all of him. I want to be besieged by all his virility and completely overtaken by everything that makes him.

      Straddling my thighs, he rids me of my bra, his weeping dick trailing over the base of my belly. And I really can’t take any more, not with how fucking hot I am and with the way my pussy is so wet that my arousal is coating the swell of my thighs and spreading down the crease of my ass with every grind of my hips on the bed.

      Cupping the belly of my tits, he shifts me up the bed, and lifting my legs, he spreads me open with a groan.

      “I fucking love the sight of your cunt all wet for me,” he growls, fisting his cock as he strokes it up and down my folds, barely dipping it into my pussy. With my ass resting on his thighs, he hooks my leg over his shoulder while pushing the other up to my chest.

      And without another word he slams into me, so deep, so big, so hard, and I’m left so full and yet with my moans and through my cries, I beg for more. Faster. Deeper. Harder.

      “Fuck, little mouse, I might break you.”

      “Please,” I rasp, my hands clawing at his sides and the hand pushing my thigh as high as my body will allow.

      With every blunt thrust, my body coils tighter. With every stroke that bottoms out inside me, I want more of him. I want everything he has, the parts he wants to part with, the depths he wants to share, and all the secrets he keeps. I want them all. I want all of him.
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      “Oh God, Damon…oh fuck,” she chants hoarsely.

      With her body bowing off the bed and the sound of our flesh slapping together surrounding us, I can’t think of a more perfect moment. And her hair is all tangled around her like a thorny halo. And her tits are bouncing. And God, I can’t get enough of her.

      I’ve never wanted to live in something so much as I want to be a part of her. And I want her to be a part of me. I want her to be mine because it’s the only possible ending. Call it fate, call it love, call it whatever the fuck it is…so long as she’s mine, I don’t care.

      Lowering her legs to the side, I sink over her. “Who do you belong to, little mouse?”

      A muffled reply is distorted by her cry as I push deeper, her pussy clenching tightly around me.

      “Who do you belong to, Ava?” I pull her legs wider, my chest bearing down on hers until she’s visibly unable to draw air into her lungs. And I’m so deep that her eyes water with her cries. “You. Damon. You.”

      “Why are you mine?” I give her room to drag in her breath, and her arms wrap around my shoulders as I lick into her mouth. She’s all ragged pants and breathless moans as I brace myself over her. “Why, my beautiful Ava?”

      “Because,” she whines with my throbbing cock stroking up and down her walls.

      “Because?” I pull out and her eyes flit from where we’re joined to my eyes.

      “Just because.” Her eyes round in the way they do when she’s overwhelmed and still trying to work shit out in her head. But she knows just as I do why she’s mine.

      Because I love you, I tell her silently as I thrust back into her.

      I love that she fights the urge to close her eyes. That she loves watching the way our bodies meld together. That she’s so fucking desperate for me that she can’t get enough. No matter how deep I go, it’s not deep enough. Not even when her groans are pained and her temples are tracked with tears. She wants more, and she isn’t afraid to ask or take it.

      With her body trembling beneath me, I lower myself over her, bracing on my forearms. “Fuck, baby, you feel so fucking good.”

      “Yeah?” she pants.

      “Yeah, and I’m going to fill you up until you can’t take any more. Until there’s no part of you I haven’t marked as mine.”

      “Yours.” Ava lifts her arms over her head, finding my hands, and she pushes hers beneath them until our fingers are laced together.

      “Mine.”

      She nods frantically, her heels pressing to my ass as I fuck her without pause, driving into her until she’s gasping for her release and the need isn’t physical anymore. Her nails are clawing at the back of my hands, and she’s kissing and holding like she wants me inside all the places no one’s been, the ones where you can’t be erased from, not even in death.

      And when I think I can’t get any deeper, any more inside her if I tried, she shatters beneath me. Her body pulls me in until I bottom out, and my hot cum spurts inside her tight cunt. We’re both a sweaty, breathless, clenching and pulsing and throbbing mess.

      Her hold doesn’t lax on my hands as she gasps into my chest in between kisses and soft bites. “Oh God. Oh God. Oh God…”

      When she stills beneath me, her body soft and her breaths a low murmur, I roll onto my side, tucking her into my chest as I tell her, “All mine.”
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Three weeks later…

        

      

    

    
      I’m getting too used to these late nights and Damon’s warm bed. I hate leaving him, especially when it’s obvious he’s frustrated. Which in Damon land means he’s pissed. But I did things wrong with Marsh; I let him blind me, and in the end it was meaningless.

      “I should go,” I sigh, disappointment tightening my chest as his trailing fingers over my naked body halt and his hand drops to the mattress between us. “Damon…”

      “What?” Rolling onto his back, he tucks his hands under his head. His body coils tight with everything he’s holding in, which for him is hard work.

      I hate that I’m the one causing him grief, because with everything with the lawsuit and how he’s handled it all so coolly—maybe I am being unreasonable. But I don’t want to be let down again. Damon has the potential to obliterate me, and I can’t lose sight of that.

      Straddling his hips, I trace the grooves of his chest, enjoying the way the muscles flex beneath my touch.

      “My clothes are at my apartment.” I peer up at him. “And I have a meeting with Lacie tomorrow about Warner. I know she’s going to be difficult and grill me about every little thing, and I need to be prepared because she’s tricky. And if she knew about us…it would be another thing for her to hold against me and to get in the way of things. You want Warner, don’t you?”

      Damon nods almost unnoticeably and without warning flips me onto my back. His arms braced either side of my head as his hips settle between my thighs.

      He doesn’t answer the question, but it’s why he wanted me in the first place. Because my friendship with Lacie should’ve made Warner a sure thing. And I don’t want to disappoint him.

      Skimming the side of my face with the tip of his nose, he asks, “Who do you belong to?”

      “You.” I grin back at him because I know what follows this question, and it always makes heart swell.

      “And why are you mine, Ava?”

      “Because,” I reply in lieu of telling him that I’m his because…well, because.

      He skims the other side of my face, his nose rounding my brow before stroking down the bridge of mine. “Because?”

      God, there’s so much in his eyes right now that my heart races at all the possibilities.

      “Just because.”

      The corner of his mouth tips up wonkily, and I hold on to his strong arms as he kisses me. And every one of his kisses is better than the last, better than anything I’ve ever had.

      “You better bring Warner in stat,” he quips when he pulls away, his hand brushing down my side to my thigh. He hooks it over his hip, and with a teasing scowl he tickles me right behind the knee. I don’t even know how he found that out, but it’s become his thing now, and in spite of hating it…I love it too.

      “Stop it!”

      “Are you going to bring Warner in?” He continues his playful torture.

      “Yes!”

      “You better do because if you don’t, I might have to show up at that meeting and who knows what I’ll do…”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Wouldn’t I?”

      “You promised…”

      “I promised I wouldn’t go easy on you.” His laugh is too light for him to be serious. It’s something I’ve learned about him. His laugh fades, and with the friction of our bodies, he’s more than ready for another round of a different kind of fun.
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      Of course, just as Damon said, his driver is waiting for me outside my building. He’s pushing. It’s what he does when things aren’t exactly how he wants them: he nudges them in his direction. It honestly doesn’t bother me anywhere near as much as it should.

      “Good morning, Miss Monroe.” The driver opens the door for me, and before I get in, I pause. “I’m sorry, I feel so rude…I don’t know your name.”

      “Gerry, ma’am.”

      “Good morning, Gerry.” I lower into the car, pushing my shades up onto my head.

      “Morning, little mouse.” A steaming cup of coffee appears right under my nose. “Figured you could use the extra caffeine this morning.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Taking the coffee, I turn to face him. His starched white shirt is stretched taut across his chest. The top two buttons are undone, and he looks so fresh and inviting that I can’t help but scoot closer to him and breathe in his cologne mixed with the soapy scent of his clothes and body wash.

      Oh man, and this is why spending the night would be bad. We’d never leave his place.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, barely resisting the urge to jump his bones.

      “Coffee.” He nods at the cup in my hand, from my favorite coffee shop close to the office. When I’ve had a sip, he takes it from me and places it in the cupholder. Cupping my nape, he pulls me to him, so that our mouths are almost touching. “And coffee,” he murmurs before pressing his lips to mine, kissing me like I didn’t only leave his place at the ass crack of dawn.

      “So, my mom is in town today. She’s organizing a baby shower for Fran. Obviously, it’s got to be pretty low-key given the situation, but she’s going to be around for lunch, and I thought that…”

      “Sure.”

      “You don’t have to. But she wanted me to ask and—”

      “I know I don’t have to, but seeing as I’ve slept under her roof and all…” My heart races frantically in my chest, the voice in my head warning me to slow down, but I guess after seeing her at the hospital and their interactions…I’m curious.

      “I’ll have William make a reservation somewhere. Any suggestions?” He sounds as nervous as I am.

      “Umm…I’m sure your PA knows better than me.”

      The car stops about a block from the café where I’m meeting Lacie. Gerry opens my door, and I’m a little confused.

      “I figured you wouldn’t want Lacie seeing you arrive in my car.”

      I’m tempted to throw caution to the wind. “How much do you want Warner?”

      “You better land that fucking baller fast.” He nips at my lips, before I get out of the car.

      “See you at lunch, boss man.”

      “See you later, little mouse.” He hands me my bright red purse that matches my heels. His eyes meander down my bare legs to my feet, and a devious grin cuts his face. “Nice shoes.”

      “I’ll keep them on.” I head toward the little New England haven with the car trailing after me. As I walk in, I wink at him over my shoulder because two can play at the same game, right?

      I’ve only just found Lacie when my phone chirps.

      

      Damon: Only the heels.

      

      A schoolgirl giggle escapes me, my cheeks flushing with warmth. And my body is already on timer for its next fix of him.

      “Oh my God.” Lacie practically jumps out of her seat. Her arms engulf me in a tight hug. “It feels like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      “You’re a busy lady.” I take her in. She’s all tanned from her week on the East Coast seeing clients. “So, business first, catch-up after?”

      Shaking out her copper waves over her shoulder, she rolls her eyes. “Honestly, I’m not sure what you expect me to tell you.”

      She sits, opening up her monogrammed leather document folder. She takes out a couple of papers with handwritten notes.

      “Here’s the thing, Monroe wants less. Schultz wants less too. Coldwell is taking a big cut…” She shrugs like it’s a no-brainer.

      “We’re taking a bigger slice from a bigger pie, Lacie. And it’s so we can put more into it. You can’t compare what we’ve presented to anything Monroe or Schultz or any other publisher out there has.”

      “Ava…”

      “No. I know Monroe. I know their projections are nowhere close to ours, because they’re not willing to put everything into this, but the reality is that you can’t expect a lion to take the same bite as a mouse.”

      I pause as my analogy sinks in. I’m starting to sound like Damon. Mice and lions. Bites and cuts…

      “It’s my job as Callum’s agent to make sure that every risk pays off, that every investment has a return. It’s my job to be the bad guy so my client can be the great guy. And Callum…he’s not about the money or any of that superficial shit. He’s a normal guy that had to graft to get to where he is, even with his talent. He invests in people…”

      “Lace, you can’t look at any of this as my friend. As someone who knows how Damon and I started out…”

      “What?” she blurts, eyes narrowed on me as she sits straight in her seat.

      Shit.

      I take a deep breath and continue. “This is business, and we both know that Coldwell is the only publisher with the resources it will take to keep up with Callum’s profile…to expand it even.”

      She glares at me, tapping her pen on her pad. She’s playing hardball, like I knew she would.

      Eventually she pulls out the contract I sent her earlier in the week. Placing it on the table in front of me, she spins it to face me.

      “He would’ve signed it without even reading it, that’s how much he’s bought into you.”

      “What?”

      “It’s yours, and not because you’re my best brat friend.” She rolls her eyes again. “Because you deserve it. You worked the hardest, and giving it to Marsh would’ve made me twitch into a seizure or something.”

      I look through the document, page by page, still in disbelief that it’s signed because it’s the biggest deal I’ve ever made.

      “Business over, now time for catch-up!” she announces, signaling the waitress for a top-up of our coffees. “What’s going on between you and asshat?”

      Of course, my face glows and my excitement turns into nerves. “I’m meeting his mom today. Like really meeting her and not running from her home.”

      “Well, I guess I already knew you were fucking, so it doesn’t matter that you skipped over that part.”

      “You knew?”

      “Babe, he pretty much told Callum to keep Holly away from you.”

      “He did?”

      “Not in so many words, but the message was clear with the way he barely kept himself from pouring your drink over her…” She pauses. “That was my fault, because Holly hates me and…anyway, the point is that for a jerk, he totally didn’t care whether or not Callum would be pissed. He cared more about you, ergo, he’s either getting pussy or he wants to get pussy.”

      “Really?”

      “I wasn’t wrong, was I?” She marks me with a challenging grin. “I don’t hate him, and I don’t like him. My opinion of him doesn’t fucking matter so long as he doesn’t fuck you over again. But if he does, I’ll cut his balls off and feed them to him…in front of a camera so he has that treasure for the rest of his life.”

      I’m not sure if I find it funny or petrifying, but regardless, I nod. “Okay.”

      She goes on to ask me all about my freak-out in the Hamptons, and by the time we leave, I’m actually looking forward to meeting Elizabeth properly. Especially with how much Fran talked about her.
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      Elizabeth Coldwell is beautiful. Brown eyes as dark as her son’s and the same golden complexion. She’s a smiler, and I like that her smile brings out his. Her long silver hair is up in a neat ponytail, her lips are glossed over a light mauve, and although she has an air about her that screams money, she’s in a simple black sweater with slightly puffy cap sleeves and black jeans. She’s only a tad shorter than me, even in my stilettos.

      “I’ll see you soon.” Palming Damon’s face, she smiles around his shoulder at me. And as he helps her into a cab, they share a short conversation filled with sharp whispers and a definitive huff from Damon at the end. Still, they part with a kiss that leaves me feeling homesick for my own mother.

      “Okay,” Damon sighs, standing back to watch the taxi drive off. “Time to celebrate.”

      He steps back, eyes roaming down my light blue-and-white pinstriped shirt, lingering on the few open buttons and the flesh they expose. As they meander over the high cummerbund waist of my navy skater skirt, he takes a half step back and follows my bare legs down to my bright red shoes.

      “See something you like?”

      “Not yet.” His finger hooks into the top of my skirt, pulling me to him. “But you can rectify that.”

      My stomach dips and twists at his devious smirk. Just like that, I’m primed and ready for anything he wants to do to me. And when he kisses me, everything around us disappears. It’s like we’re standing on the surface of the sun, and God, I’m burning up.

      His driver arrives and rather than heading to the office, he takes us straight to Damon’s place. His apartment is everything you’d expect from a rich, single guy who likes his privacy. The walls are thick concrete with floor-to-ceiling windows. The floors are polished stone, and everything is so utilitarian, but there are odd bits, like these huge canvases boasting blue open waters and gold sand and large driftwood sculptures…all things that remind me of the warmth of his parents’ home.

      “This is beautiful.” I pause in front of a long panoramic painting of a beach going through all the seasons. It starts off faint and light with the depth of colors darkening the farther down the corridor we go. The last quarter is my favorite. The blue and gray hues become purples and black with crackles of gold and silver-speckled white.

      It takes me back to the lobster shack. Our first date. It’s sort of crazy that it was almost a month ago, and somehow it feels like it’s been longer.

      “My mom painted it.” He traces a lightning bolt with fond contentment.

      I can only watch him with how my heart swells, making it feel like it’s lodged in my throat. There are all these sides to this man, and some are dark and ruthless like the storm in the painting, and then there are others that are so light they make you feel as though you are on a constant high.

      Damon is so capricious in his temperament, but it’s all driven by his intense care and love.

      He turns to me, his brown eyes rich, molten chocolate, holding so much promise and so much affection that I can’t deny it anymore. I can’t pretend that I don’t feel it. My heart has never felt so full and achy and happy…because he owns me. Because…

      “Shit,” he curses, reaching for his ringing phone. “I need to take this.”

      “That’s okay.” I watch him walk toward his office.

      “Grayson…” he answers it, looking back at me as he closes the door.
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      Dex leaves the call. I know he’s pissed that I’m changing the plan. But Fran is right—it’s not up to him. This is my call. My decision. He may be VP, but I’m the boss, and he needs to remember that.

      “Are you sure about this?” Worry tinges Grayson’s question. “Dex is worried you’re making a mistake.”

      Chuckling, I brush off his question as I open the office door. “Dex is always worried.”

      The apartment smells of burnt sugar and cinnamon, and there’s a deliciously nutty undertone that makes my mouth water. I’m not sure how long I’ve been on the phone, but it’s getting dark and Ava’s in the kitchen. Her long hair is piled messily on her head. She’s got her thick framed glasses on as she fawns over the skillet.

      My kitchen has only ever been that messy when Mom and Fran have used it. There are jars of things I didn’t even know were in my cupboards. She’s made herself right at home, and I like it.

      “I’m sure,” I tell Grayson, leaning over the breakfast bar.

      Ava turns toward me with a soft grin on her face as I take in the chocolate spread and the peanut butter jars.

      “Hey,” she mouths, opening the oven and sliding the skillet in before she grabs another jar and comes to lean over the counter in front of me so that we’re face-to-face. Removing her glasses, she drops them on the counter between us.

      “All right, I’ll send the paperwork over.” Grayson blows out a long breath while I watch Ava sweep her little finger into the jar and suck the fluff clean off it.

      She knows what she’s doing with her lusty smirk and gleaming eyes.

      “This doesn’t get out. Understood?”

      “Yup.” He hangs up and I drop my phone on the counter between Ava and me.

      “Sounds ominous.” Her remark is throaty and all kinds of sultry. It’s got a real fuck-me edge to it that with her finger licking, it’s got my dick bulging in my pants.

      “Business always is.”

      “Because you’re underhanded and you do what it takes to get your way.” Coming closer, her nose touches mine, and when she licks her lips, the tip of her tongue skims the seam of my mouth.

      “What’s the point of going into something if I’m not prepared to do what it takes to get what I want out of it?”

      “So competitive, Mr. Coldwell.” Teasing, she sweeps a fluff-covered finger over my lips.

      I resist the urge to lick it off, rounding the breakfast bar to stand in front of her. I notice she’s still wearing her heels. Her long sleeves are rolled all the way up to her elbows with her bangles pushed as far up as they’ll go too.

      Rocking up onto her toes with her finger in her mouth, she presses her body to mine. Her breath shallows and her eyes widen, and when her hips touch mine, an almost silent groan vibrates from her lips as she licks mine clean.

      “It’s not a competition if I always win.”

      A low laugh bubbles up her throat as she steps away and turns the oven off. Before she has a chance to get away, I pull her back to me.

      “What are you making?”

      “Dinner.” She shrugs.

      “Doesn’t smell like dinner.”

      “We’re celebrating, right? We can have fluffernutters for dinner. They’re my favorite.”

      Her fingers trail my lips, and when I suck one into my mouth, she practically disintegrates in my arms.

      “You’re going to ruin dinner, boss man.” Not that she gives an actual fuck about it with the way she’s grinding her groin onto my throbbing erection.

      “I’m going to ruin your cunt.”

      Her cheeks flush, but in complete contrast her hands scramble to unbutton my shirt. She manages the first couple of buttons, but when my hand slips beneath her skirt and my fingers fill her hot pussy, she yanks the last two.

      Her body writhes on my hand with the most beautiful moans. I can’t rein myself in as I pull out of her clenching cunt and grasp her throat. Pulling at her shirt with my other hand as I walk us to the couch.

      Her hands hold tight to my wrist until I drop her on the back of the seat. Her face is flushed a dark crimson from my hold, her chest mottled with need and her perfect tits practically bursting from her bra.

      Fuck.

      “Take it all off,” I demand, trying to control my breath-robbed voice.

      Ava does as she’s told without getting up. Her shirt, skirt, and bra pile on the floor. When it comes to her panties, she slips them down her thighs to her knees, letting them fall to her ankles, over those fucking shoes I haven’t stopped thinking about all day.

      “Leave them.” Her hands rest on her thighs as she squirms on the black leather. “What are you waiting for?” She looks at me confused. “Undress me.”

      Again, she does it without question. Dragging my shirt down my arms, she removes my monogrammed cufflinks with curiosity pinching her brow before moving on to my pants.

      Startled eyes flash to mine. I guess she’s worked out what the H in my initials stands for. Henry.

      Slipping off the back of the couch, she works my underwear down until I shuck it off with my slacks. Her hands push on my thighs as she stands, her wet lips grazing the head of my cock.

      When she’s standing in front of me, I sit her back in her place. Swiveling her away from me, I nudge her off the back of the couch until she’s on her knees on the cushion. Her head falls back onto the leather still wet from her pussy. And her slim throat tightens with her swallow as my heavy erection bobs over her face.

      “Open.” She does.

      Ava’s mouth gapes open in a perfectly shaped O. Her tongue licks at her lips as I press it farther open with my thumb, her pretty neck straining as she cranes back. Her tits push up to the ceiling…

      Fuck, she’s a sight unlike any other I’ve seen. And when I guide my cock into her mouth there isn’t the slightest protest, not even as I press past her gag reflex. Her hands claw at her thighs, and her nipples harden further. Her skin prickles with a million goose bumps.

      “You think you can take it all?” I thrust all the way in, watching my length stretch her throat, inch by inch, until it bottoms out. If I don’t pull out, she might pass out.

      A loud gasp echoes around us as she devours air back into her lungs. My cock glistens with her spit. Her lips are a raw red from being stretched so wide, and her fucking eyes are a wild shade of lilac where the choked pink of the whites has stained the vibrant blue of her irises.

      “Good little mouse,” I tease, tapping her cheek until her mouth falls open again, and as I thrust deep into her clenching throat, I lean over her, stroking through her dripping cunt until I find her clit.

      I work her hard nub until her moans choke around my cock and she’s pushing at my hand.

      “Behave.” I push deeper before I pull out.

      Her tits tremble with her endless gasps, and her black-stained tears run into her dark hair.

      Ava’s the hottest thing I’ve ever had, and I will do whatever it takes to make sure I’ll always have her.

      “Fuck me,” she grunts, looking up at me. “Now.”

      She sounds so hoarse, so fucking breathless, and so fucking mine that I can’t deny her. Lifting her from the couch, I help her stand in front of me. I take in her reddened eyes and her swollen lips, her lust-stained skin and her needy gasps.

      So fucking perfect.

      “I want you to fuck my pussy like you fucked my mouth,” she commands breathlessly.

      I turn her round, bending her over the back of the seat. Her pert ass is at attention, her engorged lips glistening through her pressed thighs.

      “Who says I want your cunt?” I run the tip of my cock through her folds to her crease, thrusting between the round globes of her ass.

      Her panty-tied ankles cross as she folds completely over, her hands clenching at the edge of the seat cushion as her cheeks spread. Her asshole is so fucking tight as it clenches at the feel of my cock rounding it. She’s got no idea what I’d do to her.

      My hands squeeze her flesh over my thrusting dick to her throaty mewls and shaking legs.

      “You want to get fucked in the ass, dirty girl?” I slap down on her flesh. The sight of it imprinted with my hand is divine. The sting that ricochets through my arm is fucking addictive.

      Her reply is garbled through her moans and her cries as I tease and mark her flesh. My cock aches, throbbing with the need to take every inch of her.

      Trailing down to her pussy, I spread her ass, and as she drags in a deep breath, I plunge inside her without warning. A hoarse scream pushes from her, her wet cunt pulsing around me, her ass clenching at the merciless intrusion.

      “So deep…so fucking deep,” she chants, a hand reaching back to try and ease my assault. “Oh my God, Damon…fuck…”

      “If your cunt can’t handle my cock, how’s your ass meant to take it?” I spit on her hole and spread it with my thumb, rounding and probing as I fuck her pussy to her obliterated moans and groans.

      My thumb inches in as I edge my cock out of her pussy. Her hand grabs at me, and releasing her ass cheek, I hold her arm to the curve of her star-dusted spine as I slam home.

      And fuck what a picture it is with her loud moans and hoarse cries. Her pleas for more and overwhelmed groans. Her body trembles as I remove my thumb, releasing her arm and pulling her flush to my chest by the knot of her messy hair.

      “Who do you belong to, little mouse?” I yank her hair, tilting her face up to mine. It’s tear tracked and fucking glorious.

      “You.” A long, languid sob escapes her lips as I flex deeper into her.

      “You want to know why, Ava?”

      Smoothing her sweat- and tear-drenched hair from her face, I kiss the moans right out of her mouth.

      “Because I love you.” Her eyes widen on mine. Terrified. Overwhelmed. “You should be scared, because once you’re mine…once I love you…there’s nothing I won’t do to keep you. Nothing. All bets are off.”

      I pull out hastily, turning her to face me. Grabbing her arm, I throw it over my shoulder before I hoist her up my body and bury myself inside her again. Perching her ass on the back of the sofa, I grasp her throat, squeezing and stroking as I fuck her in earnest.

      I fuck her until she’s boneless in my hands and her body is shaking so violently with the spurts of my cock, that I’m not sure whether I’ve broken her or not…but either way…she had it coming. Because if she’s going to rob me of my power, I’ll rob her of everything. Her body. Her heart. Her soul.
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      “Have you lost your fucking mind?” Dex slams his drink down on my desk. “This wasn’t the plan.”

      “The plan’s changed. If you can’t handle it…” I clear the drive with the surveillance clip from the bar and sign the paperwork Grayson drew up last week.

      “If I can’t handle it? You’re thinking with your goddamn dick, Damon!” He falls silent, clearly waiting for me to say something. When I don’t, he leans over my desk, grabbing my attention. “Is her pussy really that good?”

      “It’s better actually.” Resisting the urge to ram my fist through his fucking teeth, I sit back in my chair. I lace my hands together, resting my elbows on the arms of my seat. “Dex.” I call his full attention to me. “Don’t forget—I made you VP, but this is my company. It’s my money, and I’ll do whatever the fuck I want with it all.”

      “You’re going to regret it.”

      “Get the fuck out, before I fire your ass.” I grab my drink and finish it as he leaves my office.

      Before he walks out of the door, he turns back to me. “Bros before hoes, right? Isn’t that what you always said?”

      “Get out.” It’s the last warning.

      I’m glad he listens; I’d hate for our years of friendship to be obliterated by his loose tongue.

      Once I’ve finished signing the contract, I hand the documents to William. “Grayson needs these today.”

      “Yes, sir.” He pauses and then asks, “The awards. Will you be taking a plus-one?”

      He knows the answer of course, but he wants confirmation.

      “Yes,” I tell him just as Ava comes through the door in time for lunch.

      “Hey.” She grins at me, standing in the doorway. When William looks at her, she waves and says a soft “Hi.”

      “Good afternoon, Miss Monroe.”

      “Are you ready?” she asks me. She’s wearing a tight pencil skirt that cuts off below her calves, but the slit to the middle of her thigh shows enough of her long legs to make my dick twitch. The thin, string-like straps of the top she’s wearing expose the crystal-embellished straps of her bra and the strings crossing over chest. I’m not sure whether it’s even a bra because her nipples are too obvious for there to be a barrier between her skin and the shirt. “Damon!”

      “Yeah?”

      “I have a meeting with Robert this afternoon and—”

      “You’re going to see Robert today?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Wearing that?”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      Is she serious right now?

      “What isn’t?”

      “You didn’t take issue when I put it on this morning.” She shrugs. “Come on, Damon, I don’t have time to argue over this. I have a jacket. You know I do.”

      I do, but still, the thought of Robert ogling what’s mine doesn’t sit right.

      “Fine.”

      “So, lunch?”

      “Let’s go.” I grab my jacket from William and head out with her.

      We settle on the small Mexican cantina a block from the office. Ava barely touches her food though. She’s moving it around the cardboard dish, and her margarita is untouched.

      “What’s wrong, beautiful?” Grabbing her fork, I put it down and tip her face to mine.

      She looks a little bit peaky. Her blue eyes are darker than usual, and her skin is a little pale.

      “Nothing,” she murmurs. “All the late nights we keep having. Robert and Lacie on my back to get things with Callum rolling…I guess I’m tired.”

      I’d noticed she was working late; even after we’re in bed she’s reading through Robert’s manuscript or writing emails. I just didn’t realize it was all piling up on her because she makes a point of not being given favor. But if it’s making her sick…

      “Get an assistant. I’ll email HR and tell them they need to find someone.”

      Ava sits up in a flash, affronted. “No way. We have assistants.”

      “They’re clearly not enough.”

      “Or maybe we need to slow down.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “So what, Damon? You give me my own assistant while the other editors share…and I’ll be exactly what everyone is already calling me.”

      I know people are talking. I’m not stupid, and I’m not exactly hiding our relationship, but I haven’t heard anything bad.

      “What are they calling you?” I ask her. She’s clearly upset even though she’s trying to hide it.

      “It doesn’t matter. I just need to be more efficient.” Ava picks up her jacket and throws it on. “I’m going to be late for my appointment.”

      “Ava!” I follow her out, grabbing her before she gets away. “What are they saying?”

      “It’s silly, and I’m an idiot for letting it get to me. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me,” I snap. Her eyes round, and with the bright sun, I see the dark circles around her eyes. And I notice how her hair isn’t as bouncy and full as usual.

      Fuck.

      “You matter to me, and we’ll slow down if that’s what you need, but you need to tell me what the fuck people are saying. If you don’t, I’m going to go back to my office and issuing a memo to the entire—”

      Tensing, she looks up at me. “I’m not a gold digger. I’m not a slut. And…and…” She swallows. “I work hard, Damon.”

      “You don’t have to tell me, I see it.”

      “If you give me an assistant, people will just see it as—”

      “I don’t care what people think. You’re getting an assistant because you work hard and have a shit ton of things pilling up on you. It’s in the company’s best interest.”

      “It’s not how it will be seen.”

      “Fine.” I stroke my thumb down her nose. Her skin feels different. And the longer I cup her cheek, the more evident it becomes that it’s lost some of its plumpness. “I’ll get HR to find personal assistants for all the editors. I’m sure we can then allocate the extra work to the current team. That way everyone wins…and you’re not killing yourself.”

      “That’s insane. That’s four extra salaries you’ll take on. Fran wouldn’t agree on this.”

      “Fran would have your back like she’s always had mine.” I press a kiss to her head. “I told you: there’s nothing I won’t do for you, little mouse.”

      “Some things are too much.”

      “Not when it comes to you.”

      She collapses into me, her arms wrapping around my waist. After a while she looks up with a long drawn-out breath. “I need to go. I can’t be late for my appointment. I’ll see you later, okay?”

      I don’t bother telling her to move her meeting with Robert to another day. She won’t, and it’ll be another thing that she’ll fret over. Instead, I make a mental note to book some time off with her. Maybe take her somewhere nice where she won’t be working at all.
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      I call Ava one more time, but she doesn’t pick up. My worry amps up. I should have taken her home. I shouldn’t have let her carry on like she was all right when she very clearly wasn’t. I send her a quick message, while Robert goes on about everything they’ve been doing.

      

      Damon: Are you okay?

      

      “Is everything all right?” he asks, taking his coffee from the server.

      “Yes.” My sighed reply comes out terse. “It’s that time of year where we’re full steam ahead.”

      He laughs. “I can’t believe the book will be done in the next couple of weeks. After the last twelve months of writing and reading and rewriting… Of course, Ava is already onto the next part. I sent her the first few chapters, and she said it was good, so…”

      “I thought she was meeting with you today?” I grab my own coffee.

      “We were, but she asked to reschedule. She had a clash in her schedule.” He shrugs as we leave the coffee shop. “Anyway, it was good to see you.”

      Fuck. I call her again as I part with Robert. And again, her call goes to voicemail. I’m about to message her when she texts:

      

      
        
        Ava: Call you after my meeting.

      

      

      

      Huh?

      Every possible scenario is going through my head, but I resist the urge to track her down. She’s probably with Lacie going over Warner’s shit.

      Still, a lump forms in my throat, and my chest tightens in that way it always does when I can feel something’s off.

      Not bothering to go back to the office, I call Gerry to pick me up. Once he arrives, I head straight to Fran’s. She’s good at talking sense, and I don’t want to be a dick when Ava’s clearly not feeling great.

      Fran opens to the door to her and Grayson’s Chelsea red-brick town house. “What are you doing here?”

      I walk in, taking my shoes off—like she always gripes at me to—before I head into her kitchen. It’s all mismatched wood and exposed bricks painted a bright white with beams and wide windows.

      “I need you to talk me off a ledge.” Dumping my cold coffee in her sink, I dispose of the cup before I sit at the kitchen table. She has the back door opened out into the small walled patio garden and a chaise in front of it with a stack of books beside it.

      Sitting, she hugs her belly. It’s swelled enough that even in a loose dress it’s impossible to hide.

      “I’m listening.” She lies back, looking at me like this is some kind of counseling session.

      “Ava lied to me.”

      “Okay. What about and why do you think she lied?”

      “She said she had a meeting with Robert this afternoon, but I bumped into him at the coffee shop close to the office and he said she’d rescheduled.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s lying.”

      “I was worried because she wasn’t herself at lunch, and people have been talking… I think she’s overworking herself and…”

      “Get her an assistant,” she says like that’s the fucking issue I’m trying to work out.

      “Yes, I know. I’m on that already.”

      “Good.”

      “I tried to call her and it went to her voicemail.”

      “Right…” She’s already looking at me like I’m being an unreasonable asshole, and I haven’t finished.

      “I sent her a text, and she didn’t reply.”

      “So you called her again?”

      “Yeah, and she text me telling me she was in her meeting.” I sit, going over everything I’ve just told her, feeling like a whiny adolescent.

      “Damon, it sounds like she wanted you stop calling. Maybe she wanted some space…especially if she’s not feeling herself. Being a woman is fucking hard, okay?” Fran rolls her eyes with a give me patience laugh. “Besides, Robert isn’t her only client. Not to mention that she could’ve rescheduled the meeting after she left you and again, didn’t want you all up in her space and making her feel worse. You guys can be so overbearing at times. You make shit harder than it has to be.”

      “Don’t preach to me about how Grayson takes care of you. That’s not what I was doing at all. I was just making sure Ava was okay.”

      “So, she answers and tells you she’s had to reschedule because she’s that sick. What would you have done?”

      I have a feeling this is a trick question that’s only going to make me look like an even bigger ass. But I answer it honestly anyway because Fran lives to point that shit out.

      “I would’ve gone to her. Made sure she was okay. Taken care of her.”

      “Is she an invalid?”

      “No.”

      “Is she dying?”

      “No.”

      “Is she incapable of looking after herself?”

      “I guess not.” She gives me that be real look. “No.”

      “So, we agree that your little freak-out is completely blown out of proportion and you’re being a tad melodramatic.”

      “When you put it that way…” I bury my face in my hands.

      “Damon…” The chair beside me scrapes on the floor before Fran sits with me. “You love Ava, and I know that it’s hard for you see the people you love hurt or feel shitty. But sometimes, the best way to love someone is to give them space. Especially if they’re feeling crappy or overwhelmed. Fuck, sometimes we just want space for the sake of it.”

      “I know. And I’m a jerk. And I’m sorry I came to whine about it to you.”

      “Are you kidding me? This is great. I love that you’re on your toes with her.” Nudging me with her shoulder, she asks, “Is she going with you to the awards next weekend?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And you actually asked? You’re not assuming?”

      “What do you take me for?”

      “Do you want me to answer that for real?”

      “It was one of the easiest conversations we’ve had, actually.” Not that she was exactly with it after I fucked her so hard, she could barely move.

      I can’t help but grin at that, because we had to take it easy the next day.

      “Oh Jesus, you fucked her into it, didn’t you?”

      I smile wide at her.

      “Oh man…” Getting up, she puts the kettle on her stove and goes about making us a drink. All the while I keep trying to reason with my worry.
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      Ava leaves my office a little drawn and sad. She seems better in herself; her color has come back some, but there are times where she’s distracted. I know she’s desperately trying to mend things with her mother, but the woman won’t even give her shit.

      Maybe I should’ve written that into the contract with her father. Forced them to be better parents. Forced them to care. To love her like she needs them to. Even if they don’t deserve her. Maybe I don’t deserve her after the way I reacted last week…doubting her even though she’s never given me reason to.

      Still, it’s water under the bridge, and I’ve had her new assistant send me her schedule so I can plan something for us, away from the city and all our responsibilities.

      “Is there trouble in paradise?” Dex saunters in, a grin cutting his face like he’s about to win a bet or something. “Why else would Miss Monroe be looking for a job elsewhere? On a different continent…that bad, huh?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      He sits in the chair Ava just vacated. It’s probably still warm.

      “Did you know Beckett are looking for an editor?” he asks simply. “I thought they were going broke, but it seems they have one last hurrah up their sleeve.”

      The fucking nervous habit I’ve had since I was fourteen comes back. Frantically tapping my thumbs on my desk, I wait for him to get on with whatever he’s about to tell me.

      “Hayden’s in town for the awards.”

      “Hayden Hearst? Since when is he in publishing?”

      “Since Beckett restructured and merged the management for press and media. They cut management costs to invest in a new editor. Someone that could bring big business their way.”

      My chest tightens with the way he’s so fucking jolly over whatever is coming.

      “Word is they were seen together last week.” His smarmy grin finally fades, and he straightens in his seat. “Beckett were one of houses she approached when she left Monroe. So why the fuck is your girlfriend entertaining them now?”

      Shit. All the fucking worry and suspicion from last week blast me, and all I can do not to lose my shit in front of him is swallow it down. Push it right down until I’ve had a chance to clear it up with Ava. Because she wouldn’t go behind my back like that.

      Would she?

      But then she’s been distracted and distant…what if there’s more to it than her relationship with her mother? What if it’s something other than her workload?

      Fuck.

      Why was she even talking to Hayden fucking Hearst?

      “Get the fuck out, Dexter.”

      He doesn’t say anything else, but the shake of his head and his bitter laugh is enough to tell me he thinks I’m a fool.

      And I’m not anybody’s fool. Ever.
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      Damon’s quiet the entire drive home. It’s been one of those days where everything that could go wrong, goes wrong. Mom still isn’t talking to me despite my best efforts to reach out to her. But Damon’s here, and he makes everything better.

      It seems crazy that I can’t imagine not having him with me. Seems crazy that a few months ago we were at each other’s throats. I guess not everything happens the way you think it will.

      We walk into the apartment, and unlike he usually does, he heads straight to the kitchen. Normally he gets changed into sweats and then we figure dinner out together, but today he’s gone straight to the kitchen and poured himself a drink.

      I guess his afternoon wasn’t any better than my morning.

      Dropping my purse by the breakfast bar, I head toward the bedroom. I need to change out of these clothes.

      “Where were you last week?” he asks dryly.

      I freeze, my heart hammering in my chest because I know exactly what he’s asking, and I’ve been dreading this conversation. Especially after he was given access to my schedule.

      I turn, trying to figure out the best way to tell him where I was, because I don’t want him to freak out. And I know he’s going to lose his shit.

      “Dammit, Ava!” His voice booms around me, making me shudder. “Where the fuck were you?”

      He seems so angry. Maybe he already knows.

      Of course he doesn’t.

      It’s impossible. The only person that knows is Lacie because I had to talk to someone. I had to know that I wasn’t being stupid or…I don’t know. Things with Damon have moved so fast. And I wouldn’t have it any other way, but…

      “Start fucking talking,” he bites out before he throws what’s left of his red wine down his throat. “Now!”

      I take a moment to gather myself, stupidly, because it only makes him angrier. Refilling his glass, Damon looks up at me. There’s so much hurt and indignation on his face that I can’t hold his stare.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t find out about Hayden and Beckett?” He takes another measured gulp of his wine. “What? You were going to leave me like you left Monroe? High and dry?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I gave you everything you wanted. Everything you never had at Monroe…wasn’t it enough? You had to go behind my back…”

      “I didn’t…I…”

      “Then why were you meeting with Hayden fucking Hearst instead of Robert Rhodes?”

      All the blood drains from my head to my feet. And I curse this day for ever happening because it just keeps getting shittier.

      I wander over to the breakfast bar, standing opposite him with the counter between us.

      “I bumped into Hayden at the bar I was meeting Lacie at. He came over and we spoke briefly. He asked if I was happy at CPM, and I told him I was where I belonged. It wasn’t a meeting. It lasted all of two minutes.”

      He remains quiet, nursing his wineglass. I’m about to walk away again when he asks, “Then why did you lie?”

      “Because I was freaking out about you freaking out. When you called me, I was at the doctor because…because I was late. Like really fucking late, and I’m never late.”

      He looks at me blankly, like I’m talking out of my ass. He’s so fucking clueless.

      “God, Damon, I thought I was pregnant. Is that clear enough?”

      “You thought?” he breathes, looking overwhelmed.

      “Yes, I thought I was pregnant because why else would I be late, right? And we fuck a lot. Like a lot. And…and then I took a test, but it was all funny. It wasn’t negative or positive, so I called Lacie and she said that I needed to go to the doctor. Of course, I did, because that’s what any grown-ass woman would do if the home test was all weird and shit. But I was freaking out because it’s too soon and…God, you don’t even trust me.”

      “How am I meant to trust you if you can’t be up-front with me about things,” he murmurs, looking into his glass.

      “I was feeling awful and I panicked. And I didn’t lie—I rescheduled my meeting with Robert after I left you because you looked worried, and I didn’t want to put another thing on you.” It’s the truth. After I left him, I couldn’t bear the thought of having to sit with Robert and try to pretend that I was okay when I was anything but.

      Damon reaches for my hand, but I’m just so tired of today and the way he was so quick to jump to conclusions without talking to me first.

      My Damon bubble is popped, and I’m feeling a million things because I’ve trusted him in spite of everything he did to me. The blackmail. The bullying. The coercion.

      I trusted him in spite of it all.

      “I already had an appointment booked with my doctor for after the meeting with Robert, so I met with Lacie earlier and she went with me. It just happened that I got to the bar first and Hayden was there. He saw me and he came and talked to me. Did he try to sound me out? Absolutely, but I told him I wasn’t interested.”

      “Ava…” He tries to reach out again, but instead I grab my purse from the floor.

      “Maybe if you weren’t so ruthless and conniving, then you wouldn’t have trust issues. You know? If you didn’t go around fucking people over, you wouldn’t be so damn paranoid about being fucked over.”

      “Maybe if you weren’t so damn afraid of stating your feelings, then I wouldn’t have to wonder what the fuck we’re doing here!”

      I don’t bother replying. Instead, I walk away, leaving him with his wine and his distrust. I can’t deal with this right now. I can’t even think straight anymore.

      “Go on, run away, Ava. Go! It’s what you do, isn’t it? You fuck off when things don’t go your way.”

      “Fuck you, Damon. And fuck your love. And all your shit!”

      I slam the door to his apartment and get in the elevator as soon as it arrives.

      I’m done.
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      I don’t bother going into the office for the rest of the week. For two days I hide in my apartment and pretend the last few months haven’t all come crashing down like my four years with Marsh.

      Go on, run away, Ava!

      I’m not running away, and I don’t have issues with my feelings. Being careful isn’t a crime. Maybe I should’ve been more careful.

      Definitely should’ve been more careful, I sigh, throwing the negative test in the bin.

      There’s still no show from Aunt Flow, and I’m waiting to get the blood test result from my doctor. She said she would call, but I’ve heard nothing from her yet.

      Maybe it’s a good sign?

      I’m not sure how I feel about either outcome. Baby or no baby. Pregnant or not. It all seems unimportant when Damon isn’t here. I’m trying not to make myself sick with anxiety while at the same time I’m trying to convince myself that the breather between us is a good thing.

      Clarity. Space. And loneliness.

      I feel so terribly lonely without him that all I can do is crash back into bed.

      It’s the middle of a Saturday afternoon, and all I can think about is what he’s doing. If he’s as torn up over our argument as I am.

      It’s award day and it was meant to be our first public event together. Instead, I’m lying in my bed trying to force myself to sleep so that I can escape this horrible feeling in my chest, my bones, and my stomach.

      I flit through my phone, staring at his number, willing him to call me because it feels like an entire part of me is missing. The happy part that believes in silver linings.

      He doesn’t call, and with the slew of my lonely tears, I drift off. It’s all black like endless night until warmth envelopes me and there’s a crackle of light. And my dreams are haunted by his scent and his strength. They’re an inescapable reminder of everything I’m missing.

      “Ava.”

      I whine at my bleary consciousness. Wishing it away.

      “Baby.”

      No. Go away.

      “Ava!”

      My eyes flutter open to my bright sunshine-filled bedroom and the pounding at my door that may as well be in my skull.

      Pound, pound, pound!

      “Ava, open the damn door. I know you’re in there.”

      Bang, bang, bang!

      “Do not make me break this door down!”

      Fuck.

      My body is achy as I trudge through my apartment.

      God, this is not what I had in mind when I willed him back to me. Why does he have to be a bull in a china shop with everything?

      I take a deep breath before I open my door. I don’t have it in me to argue if that’s what he came here for.

      I hope it isn’t.

      Damon stands there looking at me, his wallet between his teeth as he holds his bank card aloft like he was about to break in.

      Jesus, he’s fucking crazy,

      “You realize you can’t break in with that, right?” I point to the metal guard that overlaps the seam of the lock.

      Shrugging, he puts his card and wallet away. It’s only then I notice he’s all dressed up in his tux. He looks so good that it takes everything in me not to throw myself at him.

      “What are you doing here?” I block him when he tries to walk into my space, and he sighs a long, drawn-out, and tired breath.

      “You didn’t tell me what the doctor said. And I’ve given you space, but it’s enough now.” He unhooks a dress bag from the picture rail outside my door and drapes it over the small chair by the sideboard in my hall.

      Taking my hand, he guides me to my couch, sitting me down before he perches on my coffee table. The thing is a rickety antique that could collapse at any moment, but he leans over his knees, looking at me like everything else can just fucking disappear.

      “I was a jerk.”

      “Jackass.”

      “Fine. I was a jackass the other da—”

      “Actually, asshole’s better.”

      “Ava,” he growls. “I was a huge jerky asshole, and I’m sorry.”

      His apology is straightforward, but it’s sincere. He’s not here with his cocky attitude or mightier-than-thou smirk.

      “I should’ve handled things differently. Given you the chance you deserved to talk to me without accusations looming over us. I just…” He pauses, looking at me, his dark eyes sloping like all the happiness has been sucked out of him too. “I…I just…”

      His stuttering over his words has my heart squeezing in my chest and tears flooding my eyes because Damon’s not a wordless person. He’s lost his words as I’ve lost the silver linings. And it only serves to make the sadness greater.

      “There’s no excuse or justification for my actions, except that I’m an asshole and you deserve better.”

      The conversation we had that first night at the bar about Marsh flits into my head, and I blurt, “And a sack of shit.”

      He chuckles at that, adding, “An incredibly stupid shack of shit.”

      I nod, waiting for him to continue.

      “I brought your dress.”

      “For what?” Of course, now I’m being a bitch, but with all the fretting going on inside me, I don’t want to be weak right now.

      “For tonight.” Damon stands and heads back to my front door, coming back with the designer garment bag in his hand. “Every couple fights and argues…”

      “We didn’t just argue, Damon. You accused me of going behind your back because you heard I spoke to Hayden. So, what? Next time someone tells you they saw me talk to another guy, are you going to accuse me of cheating on you?”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Am I? Because it felt like you did just that. You accused me of cheating your trust. And furthermore, you haven’t given me shit. I’ve worked hard. I’ve done things that quite frankly I’m not even proud of. I did every fucking thing I swore I would never do. I let you railroad me and coerce me…and in spite of it all, I trusted you enough to let you in. To love you.”

      He looks at me like his whole world has been made right. And I realize too late that I let him have the only thing that I was holding on to.

      My love.

      The one thing I’ve given him in the guise of lust and trust and kindness…I’ve handed it to him on a platter when he least deserves it. And it’s odd how comforting it feels to do it.

      A tear escapes me and rolls down my cheek, the go-ahead all the others need to follow. “All you had to do was trust me too.”

      “And I do.”

      “Not enough to know that I would never hurt you intentionally.”

      “You can’t love someone you don’t trust, Ava, and I love you more than everything.” He sits beside me, pulling me onto his lap. “I can apologize again and again, but unless you’re willing to accept it…it’s pointless.”

      My finger finds the freckle by his lip, tracing from it to his jaw. Damon is so damn gorgeous, everything about him makes me want to lose myself to him, but what turns my want into a need is the heart I know he guards so closely.

      I know he’s let me in there because he’s not an apologetic man. He’s not someone that lives on his feelings; he’s ruthless and conniving and brilliant, but he feels when it comes to me…and I can’t hold that against him.

      “I should’ve told you about my appointment. I was too chicken because I told you I was covered and now…”

      “I don’t care.” He pauses, shaking his head. “That came out wrong. I do care but not in a bad way. And besides, it’s not only your responsibility.”

      Lowering his forehead onto mine, he nudges his nose over mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      “They’re called Eskimo kisses. Mom used to say they make everything better when I was little.”

      I’m inclined to agree with Elizabeth. They’re the best thing I’ve felt in days.

      “You still haven’t told me what the outcome was.” Damon searches my eyes, the hand on my legging-covered thigh rising to hold my waist.

      “I don’t think I am. I took another test this morning, and it was negative. I’m waiting on my blood test result. Apparently, it could be too early to tell with the usual home tests, or it could be that my body has fallen out of sync. I hope it has because I’m not ready for a baby. And I’m scared…look at Fran.”

      “Yeah, the whole baby thing is petrifying.” He says that like he’s had firsthand experience, and it leaves me curious. “Oh?”

      “Mom really wanted another child, but…it never worked out. I was a fluke.”

      “A good one.” I’m looking at him, and all I think of are the baby photos Elizabeth had around their home.

      I’m kind of thawed by the picture of a little boy just like him: thick, dark hair, deep chocolate eyes and beautiful golden skin. Maybe he’d have a freckle just like his daddy’s… I love that freckle. And I love his lips. And his eyes.

      “I love you, little mouse.” His hand cups my face before he kisses me softly, and before he can pull away, I kiss back. Harder.

      I suck his lip into my mouth, and I don’t let it free until Damon opens his. His tongue licks over mine with a groan, and he takes his time savoring me, just as I take my time relishing in his hold and touch.

      We only stop to come up for air, and as he smiles at me, I tell him, “I love you too.”

      “Enough to go with me tonight?”

      “More.”
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      The awards were great. The long night was exhausting, and although my parents were there with Marsh, I tried not to let it sour things for Damon and me. But it’s hard to be indifferent when the people who raised you can’t even afford you a smile.

      Thank God for Damon, that’s all I can say. He’s the best distraction, and the worst because the rest of the weekend was spent wrapped up in him rather than Warner. Now that Robert’s book is done, I’m focusing on Callum’s. I’m more excited to learn more about him than I thought I’d be. Especially with the way Lacie has spoken of him.

      “Knock, knock!” Owen pokes his head into my office. “Look who’s home!”

      “Hey, stranger!”

      “I should be calling you stranger. You’re never in this office anymore.” He sits in the chair across from me. “But then, you’ve been a busy girl…”

      “Don’t you start with your gossip.” I ball up a Post-it note and throw it at his head. “How’s your Oscar winner?” I ask him about his client to deviate him from my business. Not that I don’t like Owen, it’s more that I don’t want to talk to anyone in this place about me and Damon. It makes for awkward gossip, and I’m not into it.

      “Nice try.” He flicks the note back at me and sits up straight. “Is it true we bought Monroe?”

      I actually laugh at his question, because that’s definitely something Damon would never do, especially not without talking to me first.

      “That’s not an answer, Avie.”

      “Of course not.”

      “That’s not what all the little birdies are saying,” he sings with mock innocence.

      “I’m sure we don’t pay you to gossip on company time, Mr. Clay.” My gaze flicks to my open door to find Dex standing there.

      “I was just asking Ava about Monroe.” Owen stands, shrugging at Dex as he makes to leave.

      “Oh. I’m pretty sure no one’s meant to know about that yet, seeing as it only completed this morning.”

      It’s impossible. My heart falls to my stomach, a cold sweat chilling me.

      “That’s not true.”

      Owen’s gone when Dex saunters in, smiling. “You better believe it. Monroe is officially a part of the family.”

      “My father would never sell…”

      He looks around my office, chuckling like I’m a naïve little girl he’s got to school. “He didn’t have a choice. Damon made damn sure of it. Why did you think he practically handed you this job without an interview?”

      Because I’m the best, I reply to myself in the same words Damon’s spoken to me.

      “How well do you actually know him?” The sorry way he’s looking at me tightens my chest. And I’m going through everything I know of Damon. All the moments we’ve shared. All the beautiful things he’s uttered to me and all the shit he’s done…

      Yes, Damon Coldwell is an enigma. He’s a complicated man, but…he would never steal the only thing I had left of my family. He wouldn’t steal from me the way Marsh did—right under my nose. Especially not after all the ways he’s cursed my ex for what he did to me.

      Or would he?

      “The only reason your father gave Marsh your job was because Damon convinced your fiancé to send us his resume, and of course…your father didn’t want to lose him. He’s like a son to him, or so I’ve heard.”

      What?

      “Don’t look so disappointed, little mouse…”

      Little mouse.

      My hand works my chest, trying to loosen it so I can breathe. So I can make sense of all this.

      Damon wouldn’t play me like this. He wouldn’t. After everything…

      What if…

      No, he wouldn’t tell me he loves me while stabbing me in the back.

      And I know he loves me. I do. You can’t fake the way he looks at me or the way he touches me or…

      But what if…

      “Is everything okay?” My assistant’s voice seems so far away. And I can’t breathe.

      “I think some water would be good,” he tells her. “It’s nothing personal, Ava. It’s business.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?” I choke on my words.

      “Because we have no need for you anymore. It’s done. Monroe belongs to Coldwell. It’s all he wanted.” Tucking in the chair across from me, he looks straight up at me, leveling me with his narrowed gaze. “I didn’t think you’d be so easy. Maybe Damon was right…sometimes when you want something done, you need to do it yourself. And I have to hand it to him. He did you well.”

      I’m back in the crowded elevator, watching two men laugh and joke…about me.

      I can hear Damon’s quip as clear as day: Sometimes if you want a job done, you have to do it yourself.

      “You are a very good editor, but I don’t know if you’re a right fit here. Let’s be honest, do you really think you can work with us after this?”

      “Miss Monroe?” My assistant places a bottle of water and a glass in front of me.

      “Thank you.” It’s all I can manage.

      “It’s almost time to leave for your 4:00 p.m.” She smiles at me, concern etching the lines of her face. “Also, I have Dr. Cruz for you on the phone.”

      “Please clear my schedule.”

      “Yes, miss.” She nods. “And the doctor?”

      “I’ll call her back.”

      Dex steps back, looking apologetic, his hand holding his chest like his heart is truly bleeding for me. When he leaves under Bianca’s dark, watchful glare, she comes over.

      Fanning me with a wad of papers from my desk, she takes my hand, grumbling something about men being snakes.

      “You talk to the doctor, and I’ll sort the rest.” Her tender eyes look me over as she hands me my phone.

      When she leaves, I put it to my ear in a haze of disbelief and sorrow. And it has nothing to do with the company and everything to do with the man I let take over my heart.

      Is it really true?

      It all makes sense…it all fits so well with everything that’s happened…

      “Hello? Miss Monroe?” I come back to the call. “Hello?”

      “H-h-hi.”

      “I hope this isn’t a bad time?” she asks, and tears start pouring from my eyes. They pour and pour and pour as I listen to her tell me about my results, and my world completely plummets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            AVA

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m spiraling down a rabbit hole, as Dr. Cruz talks me through all my options. All the while I’m still in the office with Dexter looking down on me. Breaking my heart. Obliterating my world. It’s like Groundhog Day except it revolves around the last two hours of my life.

      “You don’t have to make a decision today. If I were to make an estimation after the internal ultrasound, I’d say you’re about five weeks along. In this state you have till twenty-four weeks to terminate the pregnancy.” She smiles when I look at her startled because I never imagined myself in this situation. Having to make a decision.

      “Does it have a heart?” It’s a fucking stupid question, and I have no idea why I’m asking it.

      “At this point?” Dr. Cruz clasps her hands over her notes. “Yes.”

      I nod, silencing my phone. No doubt Fran has alerted Damon to my call. It was her stuttering silence that sold them out in the end.

      I look up at the doctor, trying my best to smile through the soul-splitting pain in my chest.

      “Thank you,” I tell her when she hands me the information on my options and all the things we’ve discussed.

      I’m relieved I can leave when she walks me out telling her secretary when to arrange my next appointment.

      I stand outside thinking of where to go. I consider my apartment, but Damon will be there, and I don’t want to see him right now. Fuck, I don’t want to see him ever again if not for the fact that I don’t want him to see what he’s done to me.

      He did you well.

      Fresh tears sluice down my face as I try to figure out where to go. I try calling Mom, but she doesn’t even let it ring out anymore. She’s declining my calls.

      Was it his plan all along to isolate me?

      If so, why would he introduce me to his family? I don’t understand why all of a sudden nothing makes sense, and I need to make sense because there’s a baby inside me and fuuuuck! I can’t do this shit on my own.

      I manage to hail a taxi after a while, and whilst I have no idea where I’m going, I tell the driver to take me to the park. The fucking park.

      What is wrong with me?

      “Ma’am?” The driver pushes a wad of tissues through the cash tray. “Is everything okay? Do you need help?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Oh man,” she grates. “Look, I can’t drop you off like this.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine, and you were outside that doctor’s office… You’re not sick, are you? You’re okay, right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “It’s just that you hear about healthy young women getting real sick now with cancer and—”

      “I’m. Fine,” I tell her, and because I can’t bear to listen to her analyze my situation, I give her Lacie’s address. It’s a Monday; she’ll probably be at the office, but her doorman knows me well enough to let me up.

      And he does. In fact, he calls the elevator and takes me all the way up to her floor. Sitting on the floor outside her door, I look through the information the doctor gave me. I’m pretty sure I’m ready to collapse from sheer exhaustion when she arrives.

      “Oh fuck.” She pauses in front of me. “What’s happened?”

      Hoisting me up from the ground, she lets us into her home. It’s not over-the-top, but impressive enough that you know she makes very good money.

      Once she’s got me on her couch, she starts to go through all the shit in my hands. “Oh fuck.”

      At this point I have no tears left to cry. I’m empty in feeling and being. I remember thinking Damon had broken me before, but that was nothing compared to this.

      “What am I going to do?”

      “Wash,” she says, grabbing her phone and texting away as she paces in front of me. “You’re going to wash this day away, and then we’re going to order pizza and dirty burgers and all the shit we can get here tonight. And we’re going to pig the fuck out. Besides, you have the best excuse, right?”

      “I can’t have his baby.”

      Lacie stops, turning to face me with narrowed eyes, “Did he tell you that? Is that why you’re upset? Because he was a dick about it?”

      I laugh because I actually wish that were the reason.

      “You’re laughing at least.” Helping me up, she guides me into her bathroom. “I don’t know what’s happened, but I promise we’ll work it out together. You know I’m good at working shit out.”

      She pushes me into the walk-in shower, and as I undress, she brings me a bath sheet and some of her bad-day fluffy pajamas.

      “I’m going to order food. You take your time.”
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      Thank God!

      I answer the call before she has a chance to change her mind. “Ava?”

      The voice on the other end laughs sourly. “I don’t know what you’ve said or done, but I’m going to enjoy hurting you. Every tear you’ve made her cry. Every piece of her you’ve broken…I’m going to hurt you for it. You just had to be a decent guy. Take responsibility.”

      She puts the phone down without finishing, and I’m left going over everything.

      Take responsibility?

      I keep going over her words as I leave Ava’s door and get back in the car. It takes me no time to get Lacie’s address from Warner. When I get there, however, the doorman turns out to be a problem. He’s an old boy, but fuck, he’s not having any of my shit.

      In the end he calls Lacie so many times that she comes downstairs, rage coloring her face a deep crimson.

      “You!” She practically runs at me. Her hands land on my chest with a hard shove. I’m taken back by how strong she is. “You need to fuck off. Haven’t you done enough? Haven’t you hurt her enough?”

      “Miss Taylor, is this man bothering you?” The old boy tries to get in between us.

      “It’s okay, Sam, I’ve handled bigger bastards.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you think you know, but I need to talk to Ava.” I hold her at arm’s length by her shoulders.

      “No, you don’t. You’ve done enough damage. How could you turn your back on her…on your child?”

      My already twisted stomach tightens around my heart. “What? What are you talking about?”

      Laughing, she pushes away from me. “You’re something else, you know that? To come here and pretend you’re fucking clueless. Meanwhile, your pregnant girlfriend is falling to pieces upstairs. What is wrong with you?”

      I’m immobile as her statement sinks in and echoes around my head.

      My pregnant girlfriend?

      My pregnant girlfriend.

      Ava’s pregnant?

      Lacie heads back toward the elevators, pressing the button like it’s personally offended her. The doors ding open, but instead of going in, she turns back to me. “I can’t believe I actually admired you for what you did at the game. I can’t believe I was beginning to think you were a decent person…”

      “Is she okay?” I ignore her rant. “Is the baby okay?”

      “Why do you care now?” she asks venomously, and I really can’t hold back anymore.

      “I don’t give a fuck what you know or what you think you know,” I start for her, my long strides knocking her doorman out of the way. “But I would never turn my back on her or our child.”

      “So why the fuck is she in pieces?” Lacie shouts right in my face.

      “I did something, and I need to explain to her why. I need her to know that it’s for her. It’s all for her…”

      “What?” She looks at me utterly confused.

      “Ava wanted Monroe, so I bought it for her.”
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      “Damon’s downstairs.” Lacie sits on the edge of her bed, watching me as I stand in front of the long mirror on her wardrobe.

      It’s no surprise—I knew he’d eventually come here. I thought it would take him longer, but then what do I know, right? At this point I’m asking myself if I know anything about Damon. The only thing I’m sure of is that I have his baby inside me.

      It’s weird because I don’t feel different. I don’t look different. I just know that there’s another human growing inside me. And it’s got a heart. Too small to hear or see, but it’s got one. It’s alive.

      I pull the pajama top down and turn to her. “Okay.”

      “He wants to see you.” Standing, she wanders to me. Her eyes flit everywhere like she’s hiding something. “You need to hear him out.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “You do, Ava. You really do.” I can tell from the way she’s looking at me that she’s already spoken to him. She has that piteous pout to her lips she gets when she feels sorry for you. “Call him or talk to him through the door…I don’t know…just listen to what he says, and then you can make a decision you are less likely to regret.”

      “The only thing I regret is…” Loving him. I can’t actually bring myself to say the words out loud. The thought is another dagger through my already bleeding heart. “The only thing I regret is letting him near me.”

      “Babe…” Her arms wrap around me. Lacie is the closest thing to family I have left. Everyone else is gone. “Sometimes we have to do things that hurt us. But they’re the right thing because in the long haul…”

      I look up at her, and she looks so sad, so very sad, and it’s got nothing to do with me.

      “I’ll tell him to go away.” She smiles weakly at me before walking away. “Food will be here soon.”

      I follow her out, listening to her tell Damon that I’m too tired to talk today. That it’s been a long day for everyone, and the best thing is to sleep on things. She fields him as though she’s protecting one of her clients.

      Not long after she’s gone into the shower, the food arrives and with it, a note.

      The blocky all-uppercase scrawl is somewhat messy, like it’s been rushed. The paper has that faint woody amber scent that makes my pores come to life, and every part of me craves Damon’s warmth. And all I can do is stare and stare at my name written boldly and underlined like it’s the most important thing on that page.

      “You’re not feeling sick, are you?” Lacie asks, taking the food from me, and I follow her into her kitchen. Her eyes flicker to the hand on my chest. “Are you going to read it?” She nods at the note I’m holding to my heart like it’s a salve to my pain. “You should.”

      “He lied to me.”

      “But you knew he was a liar when you let him in.”

      “I thought…”

      “You didn’t think—you wanted what Damon could give you, and you took it. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She sighs, handing me a plate with a slice of pizza, fries, and a burger. “Eat what you can.”

      She grabs her own plate and heads for the couch. We sit in silence, neither one of us eating or really watching the show.

      “I fucked Callum.”

      Wait. “What?”

      “I fucked Callum Warner.”

      “Shit.” It’s all I can say to that without sounding judgmental.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “No.” Putting her plate down on the coffee table, she then grabs mine. “Read the note.” She pulls it out of the pouch at the front of the sweater and hands it to me before sitting back and hugging me to her.

      I stare at my name some more before I unfold the paper. I take a deep breath, but it does nothing to stop the tears from flooding my eyes. I blink and blink them away, but there’s too many. I thought I was all cried out, but his scent and the familiarity of his handwriting…

      

      My beautiful Ava.

      

      My heart stutters at those words, before it tightens somewhere in the pit of my stomach.

      “You want me to read it to you?”

      I shake my head, wiping my eyes dry before I start again, this time breathing through the onslaught of emotions and feelings.

      

      My beautiful Ava,

      I don’t know where to start. Maybe I should start by saying how sorry I am that I’ve hurt you. But I’m not the good guy. I’m not a hero. I’m the villain. And I warned you—I would do anything for you. Once you’re mine there’s nothing I won’t do to keep you. To make you happy. There’s nothing I won’t do to look after you and what’s yours.

      It just didn’t start off that way.

      I gave your father the chance to save Monroe from the very beginning. But he was too proud, and when he finally had to ask for help, he still wouldn’t concede that his ship was sinking. So, I put as many holes in it as I could to make it sink faster.

      And when the other houses started sniffing around, I had to make sure that I took his best asset. You.

      You were the ultimate bargaining chip. Your father was always so careful at keeping you away from things—I thought he was protecting you. I thought he would do anything for you.

      He didn’t, and it’s why I made sure you took from him everything he was willing to take from you. I wanted him to see everything he’d underestimated.

      I wanted him to fear you, like he feared me.

      I wanted him to see everything I saw.

      The passion. The fight. The care. The love.

      Everything I had come to love and admire.

      But he reduced it all to petty crumbs to dust his pockets, and even when he handed me Monroe on a platter, I couldn’t take it from you.

      I couldn’t betray you. I couldn’t fathom letting you go.

      That was the first time I ever feared losing something—you.

      It meant working out a different way of saving Monroe. So that in the end, no matter what, it’s yours. Like it should always have been.

      You are the only loss I fear, Ava. The only loss I could never survive.

      You are my one and greatest fall.

      You.

      Always, always yours,

      DHC

      

      Incapable of staunching my tears, I hold the note to my chest, trying to process all that’s happened. Trying to find my feet and a clear head because even hurt, I can’t bring myself to hate him. Even when it’s all I want to do.
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      Grayson follows me into Dexter’s office, and he looks as exhausted as I feel.

      “Don’t lose your shit,” he warns as I walk around the desk and pull out the drawers, emptying them into a cardboard box. “You have to be smart about this. You don’t have grounds to fire him.”

      “The fuck I don’t.” My fist lands on the desktop with a splintering crunch.

      “Damon!”

      “What, Grayson?” I spin to face him. “What? He knew what he was doing. It wasn’t an accident…it wasn’t a mistake.”

      “I know,” he sighs, sitting in one of the desk chairs.

      “He hurt Ava.” I pick up one of the photos and throw it into the box. “If it were Fran?”

      “I would kill him,” he says harshly. Standing, he picks up the other empty box and sweeps all the shit that’s left on the desk into it. “The best I can do is staff harassment. Ava’s assistant is willing to go with it.”

      “Fine.” I go through all the cabinets around the room, emptying them of anything that’s not related to the company.

      “Have you heard from her?” Grayson asks when I sit in the other desk chair, beside him.

      “No.”

      My already racing heart starts to thunder through my veins until I’m practically breathless, and all I can hear is the whooshing of my red-hot blood in my ears along with the echo of Lacie’s words—your pregnant girlfriend is falling to pieces.

      This shouldn’t be happening. I should be with her. I should be making sure she’s all right.

      I’m not ready. I’m scared. It’s all I’ve heard on repeat. All night. I’m scared too. I’m fucking afraid she won’t come back.

      “She needs time,” Grayson offers. “She’s smart—she’ll see the position you’ve put yourself in for her.”

      “It’s just money.”

      “Yeah, but the lawsuit and now the share conversion…it’s a lot of money. More money than some will see in their lifetime.”

      “Ava’s worth it.”

      “You love her.” He chuckles, looking impressed with himself. “Fran said you would, and I laughed at her.”

      The office door opens, and Dexter stands there looking between Grayson and me in our casual clothes. “What? Did I miss a memo or something? I’m pretty sure we don’t do dress-down Fridays.”

      “It’s not Friday,” Grayson spits at him, pulling a letter-sized envelope from his back pocket. “Get your shit and get the fuck out.”

      I can’t believe I ever called him a friend. That I trusted him to help me run my company.

      What the fuck was I even thinking?

      Dexter looks around the room, and I see it all dawn on his face.

      “Really? You’re picking a two-bit fuc—” My fist slams into his mouth before he has a chance to finish, and because once wasn’t enough, I do it again, and again, until Grayson has me pinned to the wall.

      Everything is so fucking blurry. It’s all a fucking red haze.

      “You’re going to regret that,” Dexter spits at my feet. The bloody sight of it does nothing to calm my anger as I try to shove Grayson off me.

      “Get the fuck out, Dex. You’re done here.” Grayson finally lets me go, following me as I step to Dexter.

      “If you so much as yawn in your fucking dark hole, I’ll crush you. You will never see an office in this city again.”

      Security shows up—I’m guessing Grayson must have called them. I don’t know. My fucking head is a mess, my hand is throbbing, and all I can think about is the fact I still haven’t heard anything from Ava.

      “Right.” Grayson throws me his handkerchief. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “You want to win Ava back, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” I wrap the white cotton around my fist.

      “What’re you waiting for, then?”
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      Lacie stumbles in from work. I’ve managed to make dinner rather than driving myself insane reading all the notes Damon’s sent me in the last week. Yesterday he told me about his day—it was just another way of telling me he misses me.

      I miss him too. The heat of his body at night and his smiles as we ate dinner together. Even the subconscious way he brushed my hair when I rested my head on his lap while we were both working on his couch.

      I miss Damon so damn much that it hurts. The unbearable longing in my chest grows by the second and honestly, I don’t know how I’m still breathing.

      Yet, every time I think I’ve made sense of everything, that it’s not that bad…I remember that he had so many chances to tell me what he was doing. Still, he chose not to. He chose to deceive me, and then he was too much of a coward to face up to the consequences.

      “This is crazy. My apartment is becoming a shrine to you.” Lacie drops another hatbox of bloodred, velvety roses on the kitchen counter.

      “I’m sorry.” I grimace as I take the small envelope slotted in the arrangement.

      “Are you going to forgive him yet?”

      “It’s not about forgiveness.” I begin to pocket the card, but she grabs it off me, and before I can get it back, she’s opened it.

      “He found your favorite nail polish.” She throws the card at me as she heads toward her room.

      “So what?” My yell reverberates through the apartment.

      “Many women have taken back bigger, badder bastards for a lot less.” Tears fill her eyes. “Do you even realize how lucky you are?”

      “I thought you hated him?”

      “I do! I hate him and I want to hurt him for all the shit he did.” She takes a long breath. “But, look around you. All of this is for you.”

      Of course, I can’t hold up the floodgates. At this point I’m not sure if some of it is hormones or if I’m really just that pitiful.

      “You have a man that’s desperately fighting for you. Don’t be too proud to concede.” Lacie disappears into her room.

      I go through Damon’s notes as I wait for her to emerge. When she doesn’t, I go to her. She’s curled up on her bed, her phone in her hand.

      When I sit beside her, she holds it to her chest.

      “Look at the two of us,” she sobs. “I’m pining after a man I can’t have, and you’re pushing the one that cares away.”

      When she puts it like that, it sounds tragic.

      “Do you love Callum?” I hug her to me like she’s done to me so many times.

      “God, Ava…” Her golden eyes hold mine. “I’m here, but my heart feels like it’s all the way across the country beating in someone else’s chest. Giving my love to another woman.”

      “Lace…”

      “I can’t even be angry because she’s his wife, and what we had—I should never have given in. Or let it happen…”

      I brush her copper tresses from her face. “I know that feeling.”

      “Damon’s many things, but you can’t deny he cares.”

      “He bought Monroe behind my back.”

      The roll of her eyes is sour. “He bought you a company your father was going to sell. Read into the situation however you want, but you were never going to get Monroe. Your father was never going to give it to you.”

      “But…”

      Lacie sits up, wiping her tears. “Get over it or be done. Don’t drag it out, okay? You might not want to believe it, but your father is no better than Damon. He’s only better at hiding it.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me though? Why?”

      “Because he knew you’d see the worst and run. And what’s more? He was right.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “Don’t. Lie. To. Yourself. It’s why you won’t let him see you. You won’t talk to him…because you know that if you really listen to him, you’ll want to take him back.” She lies back down.

      I lie beside her. “I don’t want to be bought. I don’t want to be that woman. He bought Monroe, and now he’s buying me all these things…”

      “He’s not buying those notes. He’s sending you a piece of him.”

      “I know.” I turn to her. “It’s what makes it so difficult to keep him away.”

      “Do you love him? Like really love him? To the point that you want to have that baby and watch him be a father to it every day for the rest of your life? Fuck Monroe. Fuck CPM. Fuck every other fucking excuse you can come up with. Do you love Damon?”

      “My heart is somewhere in this city, beating in someone else’s chest, and I don’t think he knows it.”

      “Only you can fix that.”

      “I know.”

      “Good,” she sings nasally as she gets up from the bed. Her eyes are still red, but there’s a smile on her face. “What’re you waiting for?”

      “What?” I sputter as she pulls me to my feet and starts pulling me along behind her.

      “No time like the present, babe. Let’s get you to your baby daddy.”

      “Do you want me out that bad?” I jerk out of her hold.

      “Babe, I love ABBA as much as the next person, but you have taken it to another level. And if he’s going to send you a mixtape of the same couple of songs…he can put up with your ass.”

      “I haven’t played it that much.”

      “My head is so fucked with it, that I’m mixing the ABBA lyrics with Patti Smith’s. And also, FYI, did you know she’s got hairy armpits on the cover of the album?”

      “Eww!”

      “Exactly. Thanks to you and asshat, all I’m going to think about when I listen to the damn song is hairy armpits.” She’s about to walk us out of the door, when I pull back.

      “Lace, I need to wash, and I need to sleep because I am exhausted. Not to mention I’m so hungry he’d probably freak out that I’m starving his child.”

      She grins wide, pushing me back into her apartment. “I can’t believe you’re actually pregnant.”

      “Yeah, me either.” I head into the kitchen with her. “Do you know what sucks?”

      “We can’t drink anymore?”

      Ugh, I’m beginning to understand Fran’s weird thing about sniffing alcohol. But… “No. Sore boobs. What if I have to go braless for like the next nine months. Because pregnancy actually lasts for ten months. Biggest fucking lie the world has ever told.”

      “Babe, you got yourself a sugar daddy…he bought you a company, and he’s sending you two-hundred-dollar hatboxes of roses…”

      “Aren’t sugar daddies old men?”

      “Are they?”

      We side-glance at each other. How do we not know this?

      “Google?” we blurt at the same time, bursting into a fit of laughter.
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      William is standing at his desk with a weird-ass expression on his face. When I put his coffee down on his desk, he looks up at me with a nod of thanks.

      “I need you to courier this to Ava this afternoon.” I put the package on his desk.

      I’m hoping it doesn’t backfire, because I think Lacie might actually follow through on her promise to castrate me.

      “Umm, Mr. Coldwell…”

      My phone chirps with a message from Grayson just as I’m about to head into my office.

      

      Gray: Complication. They’re taking the baby out.

      

      My heart stops for a moment while I reread his message. Fran seemed fine last night.

      

      
        
        Damon: Keep me updated.

      

      

      

      “William, can you arrange for a driver to pick up my mom and bring her into the city, please?” I ask him as I walk into my office.

      Now I’m fucking on edge. Or more on edge, especially given that I haven’t seen Ava in almost two weeks. I’m not even meant to know she’s pregnant, but…fuck it.

      

      Damon: Let me know you’re okay.

      

      There’s a low trill, and as I look up from my phone, I swear I could cry.

      “I’m okay,” she says with a long breath.

      “You’re here.” I’m certain I sound like an idiot, but I’m in disbelief that she’s in my office. And she looks so fucking beautiful it’s a sin.

      Her long, raven hair is tousled into relaxed waves, and a patterned scarf is tied around her head, keeping it all from her face. Her eyes are so blue and her lips so lusciously peachy that I have no idea how she’s real.

      Standing from the chair in front of my desk, her short red dress falls to the middle of her thighs. With legs for days and supple glowing skin, I’m using every ounce of my control not to descend on her like the predator inside me is desperate to do.

      “I wanted to give you this…in person.” She extends an envelope my way.

      I recognize the damn thing, and I wish I’d burnt it the first time.

      “I’m not letting you leave,” I tell her, taking the thing from her. I’m about to rip it when her hand holds mine. “Open it.”

      “Only if you sit.”

      Smiling, she sits back in her seat. I don’t bother rounding to my own chair; I perch myself on the desk, in front of her.

      Her legs cross and her hands lace over her belly, and my heart starts beating so fast in my chest at the knowledge that there’s a piece of me growing inside her.

      “I won’t accept it, so…I’m not letting you go.”

      “Damon! Open the damn thing!”

      “Fine.” I open the envelope and take out the letter.

      Ava’s looking at me intently as I turn it in my hand. She seems as nervous as I am.

      “Open it,” she whispers. Her voice is a little wet like she’s close to tears.

      “Okay.”

      I hold her stare for a second longer, wondering how the hell I’m meant to let her go, if that’s what she wants.

      “Damon.”

      I unfold it, turning the page over and over in my hand. “It’s blank.”

      “It’s clean,” she corrects. “A clean page for a fresh start.”

      Ava stands, taking the paper from me and putting it on the table.

      “I don’t want Monroe.”

      “Ava…”

      “I want you and only you. None of the bullshit. None of the lies.” Hands falling to my knees, she steps between my thighs. “I want the ruthless man that will protect me and our family at any cost, but I want to be a part of it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.” My hands band her waist, and with a sigh, she comes closer, her front flush to mine as she takes one of my hands and brings it to her belly. “Good, because I have no idea how I’m going to do this mom thing.”

      I’m not sure if she’s aware I know or whether she’s nervous to tell me. Regardless, it feels so surreal knowing that we’ve made something so monumental together. That beneath my hand, inside her belly, there’s a part of us that will forever be entwinned in one perfect being.

      It’s fucking mind-blowing.

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      She pauses, looking up at me with big rounded eyes full of wariness. “You already know.”

      “Lacie might have let it slip when she was threatening to cut my balls off and feed them to me?”

      “Oh God.” She cringes, pressing my hand a little tighter to her belly. “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, well…I guess someone has to keep me in line.”

      There’s a moment of silence where Ava just stares at me, like she’s trying to make sense of everything in her head. And it reminds me of Fran, the way she agonized over what to do and how to tell Grayson. How afraid she was of all the things that could go wrong, and now…

      My phone becomes weightier in my pocket. Maybe I should’ve asked more questions? Maybe I should’ve called her? But the logical part of me knows that they need to focus on whatever’s happening, not on my worry. Just as I know that Ava needs me to tell her that “Everything will be okay. We’ll figure it all out.”

      “Together?” Her question is tentative.

      “Together,” I assure her. My hands sweep down to her hips as I stand and then perch her in my place.

      “How are you so calm?” Nuzzling into my chest, she tucks her hands into the top of my slacks, at the top of my ass. “I’m freaking out.”

      “Makes a change, huh?”

      She peers up at me from my chest. “Seriously?”

      “You’re here, Ava, that’s all that matters. You’re here and you’re mine.” Cupping her face, I thumb over her cheeks.

      “I’m yours…” she murmurs. “Because…”

      “Because.”

      “Because.” Her full lips stretch into a teary smile. “I love you, Damon. Beyond reason and right or wrong. I love every part of you, even the ones I hate. I think I might love those more…” She swallows and then adds, “Asshole.”

      A chuckle vibrates through me, and for the first time since she left, my heart relaxes, skipping and stuttering over its slowing beats. And it’s all because of her. My beautiful Ava.

      “You can’t call me that forever.” I tip her face up to mine, taking my fill of her. I’m completely lost in her silver-speckled cerulean eyes.

      “Ass. Hole.” She cranes her neck, bringing her lips closer to mine.

      “That sounds like an invitation.”

      “God, just shut up and kiss me already.” Her mouth presses to mine with the plush lower lip pushing past the seam of my lips. Teeth grazing my flesh, she sighs in that way you do when you’re home after a shit day.

      With her hands clambering up my chest, to my shoulders, she moans as I lick into her mouth, sating my overwhelming thirst for her.

      “I love you, little mouse,” I murmur over her lips, pressing another kiss.

      “Why do you call me that?”

      “Sounds better than Reepicheep.” Tracing her jaw with the tip of my nose, I breathe her in. I fill my lungs with her scent like it’s the only thing I’ll ever need to keep me alive.

      “What the hell is Reepicheep?”

      “The mouse leader from Narnia. You know, passionate, gentle, fearless, and honorable.” Planting a kiss behind her ear, I suck at the sensitive spot, laving and nipping until she’s a trembling, breathless mess. “They’re all the things I love about you, little mouse.”

      Her arms wrap around my neck, meshing her body to mine. “Take me home?”

      “Every fucking day, baby.”

      “Forever?” Her legs wrap around my hips, pulling herself up from my desk until she’s latched onto me completely.

      “And ever.” I walk her to my open door, William is nowhere in sight. So, I take a moment to let my hands wander over the curve of her ass and her thighs. I take my time tracing the contours of her body pressed to mine.

      Opening the door to the floor, I stand her on her feet. There’s a moment of bashfulness when she sees William’s assistant staring up at us. But before she can get weird about it, I walk her down the corridor.

      “This is not the way out.” She looks up at me confused.

      “Well observed.” I stop her in front of the freshly scraped door before I take her in.

      “Why are we in Dexter’s office?” Turning to me, she tries to push us out.

      “He’s gone.”

      “What do you mean he’s gone?”

      I walk her to the new desk that Fran and Mom picked out to go with the new interior design. Something to keep them both from getting involved in my efforts to win Ava back.

      “He’s no longer an employee.” Pulling her chair out, I sit her in it, crouching in front of her. “He hurt you, so I hurt him. It’s how it’s always going to be. No one hurts you, and if they do, I hurt them. You understand?”

      She nods with a swallow.

      “This is for you.” I turn her to the desk, where the contract between us and her father sits. “The share breakdown is on the back.”

      She flits to it, and I give her a moment to take it in. “You broke it down to shares?”

      “It was the right thing to do. You have fifty-one, your father has twenty-nine, and I have twenty. I don’t own Monroe; we all do. And one day, your father’s share will be yours.”

      “I don’t want it, Damon.” She looks at me with tear-lined eyes. “I can’t let you take that loss for me.”

      “It’s your legacy, Ava, and you can make it great. But more importantly, I want our child to have that.” Perching on the edge of the desk, I take the contract from her. “Don’t let anyone steal your thunder. Ever.”

      She tenses at the knock on the open door, and when she finds the person there, a smile softens her face.

      “Good morning, Miss Monroe.” Bianca walks in with the package I gave William earlier. “This just came for you.”

      William stands at Bianca’s desk with a grin on his face.

      “Thank you.” Ava takes the box and sits it in front of her, staring up at me with a bashful tip of her lips while her assistant leaves us again, closing the door. “It’s from you.”

      “Open it.”

      “Stop with the gifts, okay?”

      “Just open the damn thing, Ava.”

      She does, reticently, and then she stares at the contents.

      “I should’ve told you earlier.” Pulling out the lobster plush pacifier, she cringes, holding it to her chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. I was angry and upset and…I did something I knew was wrong.” One of her hands reaches up, holding my jaw. “You should’ve been the first person to know. I should’ve told you.”

      Yeah, I wish I’d heard it from her, but at the end of the day, we’re both to blame for everything that happened.

      “If I’d been honest and open with you, you would’ve been the same with me. I can’t hold it against you. Not with how it all happened. I’m just glad you had someone there with you. Even if it wasn’t me. And I really fucking wish it had been me.”

      Dropping her hand to mine, she brings it to her cheek and nuzzles into it. “No more secrets.”

      “No more.” I pull the photo frame from the box, standing it on her desk.

      A photo Fran snuck of us in the Hamptons. It’s not all that clear because she took it at a distance and in dim light, like the crazy stalker she is. But Ava’s obviously smiling up at me in Mom’s kitchen. Her arms are wrapped around my bare chest, and she looks as happy as I remember feeling in that moment.

      “Do you have some kind of obsession with crustaceans?” She fingers the hand-painted lobsters Mom painted onto the plain white frame, to match the ones on Jo’s paper plates.

      “I do now. The way you ate that lobster roll…holy fuck, baby.”

      “Oh my God! Stop!” Her face flushes a bright crimson that makes me laugh.

      “What? I’m just saying…it left an impression.” Standing, I take her up with me. She’s still clutching the pacifier to her chest. “You like it, huh?”

      “It’s the cutest thing. It’s almost got me all excited.”

      “Almost excited?” I walk us back to my office to collect our things. “We’re going to have a baby. It’s fucking terrifying.”

      “What?”

      “Babies are the ultimate cockblockers.”

      “You’re an asshole.” She slaps my chest, and grabbing her arm, I pull her to me.

      Her body melts into mine. Soft and warm. Everything a home should be.

      “I love you,” I tell her, crushing my mouth to hers.

      And I kiss her until she’s trembling and breathless. Until my lungs burn for air and my heart feels so full, it might burst in my chest.
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      I’m nervous. Anxious as hell after all that happened with Fran. I’ve got every freaking thing crossed that everything is normal. Dr. Cruz walks in with her usual smile, and Damon’s standing beside me, drumming his thumb on my shoulder because we’re both shitting ourselves.

      “Are you ready to see your baby?” She squirts some jelly on my already exposed stomach. It’s cold and it sends a shudder through me as she starts to spread it with the ultrasound probe.

      Damon lowers himself to perch his chin on my shoulder as she continues going over my barely noticeable bump.

      “You doing okay?” he murmurs into my ear, taking one of my hands laced over my chest.

      I manage to smile through my racing heart and constricted chest. It’s fallen so quiet in here; all I can hear are the air particles vibrating around us.

      “Okay!” Dr. Cruz turns the screen to face us. “Everything looks great.”

      “So, everything is in the right place?” Damon asks her.

      “Everything is as it should be, yes. Perfectly normal. Baby is a nice size at this point. Placenta has good blood flow.”

      “Two hands?” I can’t help but burst out laughing at his question.

      “Two good hands and two dancing feet.” Moving the probe around, she points out all the vital organs and limbs to back up her statement. Looking at me with a knowing smile, she says, “A good heart too.”

      The galloping thrum surrounds us, and all the worry and anxiety I’ve managed to push down over the last few months loosens its vise around me, and relief floods me. My eyes cloud over, and the most overpowering awe fills me.

      “How’s that for a strong heartbeat?”

      That’s what undoes me, because I can’t stop the sobs that escape me with the way Damon’s looking at me, eyes glassed over and a half-bitten grin cutting his face.

      “Wow,” he mouths, wiping away the tears tracking down my temples.

      And this is by far the most incredible moment of my life. The happiness is overwhelming, like it might be too much for us to contain. I’m not even sure there’s such a thing as too much happiness, but if there is…this is it. Right here, right now. Me and him…and our baby.

      The promise of an eternity together. No matter what the future brings us.
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      Ashlyn

      

      Looking down the line of lockers in front of me, I’m having a very hard time containing myself from doing a happy dance right here in the station’s bay. It’s been a long three years, but I’m here. That’s my last name over that locker and across the back of my gear.

      Three years ago, I decided to become a firefighter. My parents, I think, were too shocked to say anything to try and change my mind and my brother, well, Jackson just thought I was chasing after the only guy I had ever loved. As much as I argued that he was wrong, deep down I have to admit, it might have had a little to do with it. It didn’t help my argument when I announced that I was moving here to California to go to school either, same state as that same guy moved to.

      I’ve worked hard the last three years, lots of training, lots of studying, and finally today is the day, my first day here at my new fire station. My hands fisted at my sides, I find myself no longer able to control a little bounce in the hips as I allow myself a very small happy dance. I deserve it.

      “Hi…” A voice behind me causes me to jump and turn quickly, all the while trying to keep my face averted down because I can feel that my cheeks have warmed up a bit from embarrassment from being caught in the middle of my very slight celebration dance.

      “I promise I won’t tell anyone.” The guy waves a hand confirming my fear, I was caught in my happy dance.

      With my hand I indicate to the locker behind me, “It’s my first day. As embarrassing as it is that you caught me, I have to admit, I’m excited.”

      Holding his hand out to me, he introduces himself. “I’m Neil, my first day as well. Won’t lie, I did my own little dance over by my locker.”

      Shaking his hand, my body relaxes some. “Nice to meet you, Neil, I’m Ashlyn.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. I just thought I would introduce myself. I’ll leave you to your dancing.”

      Before I can say anything to him, the large doors of the garage begin to open and the station’s engine and ladder trucks begin to back in.

      “I guess they are back, time to meet the crew.”

      Neil doesn’t seem nervous at all. I’m just hoping the nerves that are racking my entire body right now aren’t visible.

      The back door to the engine cab flies open before it’s parked. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      The firefighter jumps out, still wearing his turnout pants, suspenders up over the station t-shirt. There is no way I’m seeing what I am. If I thought my feelings for this man were gone, I was very wrong. Nothing could have prepared me for the rocket of emotion that shoots through my body when I realize who that voice belongs to. Out of all the stations in California, how did I end up in the exact same house as him?

      It’s been three years since I’ve heard that voice or seen that face. I’ve spent most of my life in love with one guy, Kayson, my brother’s best friend. My freshman year of high school both he and my brother decided they needed to serve their country. Four years later they both surprised me for my high school graduation by coming home. The real surprise came later that night, when the one guy I had dreamt about kissing me did just that when he came and picked me up from a graduation party, only to tell me the next day it was a mistake and that he was moving to California to take a job as a firefighter. I haven’t seen him since. Now here he is, stalking up to me like I have no business being here.

      What surprises me more than seeing Kayson is that just before Kayson reaches me, Neil, the new guy, steps in front of me, putting himself between me and Kayson, stopping him in his charge toward me.

      Well, there goes my happy dance mood.

      As much as I appreciate Neil’s protective gesture, I need to prove to everyone here that I can stand on my own two feet, and hiding behind him isn’t a good start to that. Plus, I don’t need protection physically from Kayson; emotionally, that’s something different.

      Stepping out from behind Neil, I move to stand almost toe to toe with Kayson. My breath catches as I get a good look at him. The last three years have only made the guy I once thought to be the hottest guy ever, even more attractive. My heart begins to slam in my chest as I try to control the emotions that I would have sworn I had in check when it came to this man.

      Kayson gives me a once over as his eyes take in the uniform that I’m wearing. There is no denying that I’m a firefighter at this station and I can see him trying to register this information. I’m starting to think that Jackson never told Kayson what I was doing after he left.

      It’s at this moment I realize that I have really missed him. It takes everything in me not to jump into his arms and hug him. Yes, I might not have liked how he left, but this man has been in my life for most of it and I’m realizing how much I’ve missed him.

      “This is a joke, right?” His eyes roam my uniform in disbelief.

      Need to hug him, gone.

      “Hey, man, what’s your problem?” Neil comes to my rescue once again but from behind me this time.

      The rest of the crew has joined the scene now and I start to feel my cheeks heat up from embarrassment. I’m literally sandwiched in between two guys. Probably not the best way to start my first day.

      My temper starts to flare now. I’ve worked way too hard to make it in this career, to prove that I have what it takes to stand alongside these men and do the job. I’ll be damned if I’m going to allow any man in this station, be it the nice new guy or the jackass who broke my heart, to try and prove that I can’t take care of myself.

      Turning to Neil, I try to speak nicely, none of this is his fault. “Neil, thank you, but I have this. He is an old family friend.”

      Now I turn my attention back to Kayson, him I have to stop my urge to slap. Instead, I hold out my hand, and give what I hope to be a sarcastically sweet smile. “Hello, I’m Ashlyn, the new firefighter at this station.”

      Kayson looks down at my hand as though it’s a snake that’s about to strike at him. His eyes meet with mine again, “Why?”

      Dropping my hand, I shrug, “It turns out, I’m very good at this job.”

      I catch movement coming up from behind Kayson. The man approaching is tall, older than the rest, I would say by the slight streaks of silver outlining his hairline maybe late forties. “Is there a problem here, Shaw?” The man uses Kayson’s last name.

      Kayson takes a deep breath before his stance relaxes a little, “No, Cap, everything is fine.”

      Of course, this man would be the captain, now I really want to punch Kayson.

      Taking a deep breath, I straighten my shoulders a little more and turn my attention to my new captain. “Hello, I’m Ashlyn Murphy.”

      “Murphy, yes,” he looks over my shoulder, “and you must be Walker. I welcome both of you to Station 26. I’m Captain Brett Mitchell.”

      “Thank you,” both Neil and I respond at the same time.

      “We better show you two around before another call comes in. Cowboy, would you take Neil and show him the ropes and…”

      “I’ve got Murphy,” Kayson interrupts the captain.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to argue with him, but there has been enough attention on me today, I really just want to get ready for my first shift.

      The captain eyes Kayson for a moment, but then nods his head, “Fine, get her settled in. I’ll chat with both of you once you’re finished.”

      Kayson gives me a cocky smile, “Let’s go.”

      I just roll my eyes at him.

      Grabbing my bag from the bench in front of my locker, I follow Kayson up a flight of stairs into a great room style living room and kitchen. He doesn’t say a word, as I follow him around I try to mentally take notes of where everything is. We stop at a door, he opens it and steps aside for me to go in first. Walking past him, I try very hard not to touch him as I enter the room.

      It’s a small room with three partition walls and four beds, each with their own nightstand next to it. Then along the wall with the door are lockers I’m going to assume are used for closets. It’s a plain room but I wasn’t expecting anything different.

      To my right I notice another door. Pointing, I ask, “Bathroom?”

      Kayson just nods. He hasn’t said a word to me since down in the bay. Setting my bag down, I turn to him, my arms crossed at my chest, “If you have something to say, just say it.”

      He just stares at me for a moment, I can see him battling with himself on what he shouldn’t or should say. Finally, he steps into the room and shuts the door. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Is he joking right now? He hasn’t spoken to me in three years and he just asked me why I didn’t tell him. “I didn’t realize I needed to let you know what my life plans were, you sure didn’t think it was important to have me part of yours.”

      “I didn’t even know you were studying to be a firefighter.”

      “That just proves you didn’t care enough to ask,” I shoot back.

      Kayson closes the space between us, his arm wrapping around my waist and pulling me tight to him, his lips only inches from mine. “You have no idea about my feelings for you.”

      Having my body so tightly pressed to his is playing with all kinds of my feelings. It is taking everything I have not to melt into his arms, but he left me without any further communication. “You’re right, I don’t. How could I? You kissed me and then left.”

      My eyes challenge his, daring him to say anything else. He knows I’m right. His eyes bounce between my lips and my eyes and for a split moment I think he is going to kiss me, but instead his arm pulls back from around me as though I’ve slapped him and he pushes away. Relief and disappointment wash over me all at once. This isn’t something I can allow to happen. Whatever I wanted to happen three years ago is in the past and I’ve moved on, I can’t fall down that hole again, I barely made it out the last time. Kayson Shaw shattered my heart. First time shame on you…if I allowed it to happen again, it would be shame on me.

      “It was a kiss, Ashlyn.”

      It feels like that one little statement just shattered my heart all over again. “Yes, Kayson, you’re right, it was a kiss and for you that may have been all it was, but for the girl who had been in love with you most of my life, it was more, so much more.”

      I need to get out of this small area with him all around me. I’m no longer that naive high school girl, I don’t want to stand here and have this battle with him. What happened was in the past, we both moved on, now we just need to find a way to work together.

      Moving past him, I open the door and leave him standing there. Turning before I head back to the others, I add, “All we have to do is our jobs, Kayson, I promise you I’m not expecting anything else.” With that I walk away from him this time.
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      Kayson

      

      I’m pissed at myself, she’s my best friend’s sister and the woman who has been haunting my dreams every night for the past three years.

      When we returned this morning from our call, my eyes instantly locked onto the woman standing in the bay as we pulled in. I even blinked a couple of times to make sure I was seeing correctly. Ashlyn was standing there, with another guy. What didn’t register at first was the station uniform she was wearing. When that guy stepped in front of her acting as though he needed to protect her from me, I assumed he was a boyfriend. It didn’t click until he moved to the side and I noticed they were both wearing a station uniform.

      This is insane, how did I not know that she was training to be a firefighter? Why didn’t Jackson think to mention that she had moved to California? Damn, the guy has been here to visit a number of times and never once did he mention Ashlyn; of course, I hadn’t asked either.

      Jackson gave me the silent treatment for a couple of days after he found out I kissed his kid sister. I may have thought about her a lot, but never did I bring her up with him. I was just thankful I didn’t lose my best friend.

      I still can’t wrap my brain around the fact that she has been this close the whole time and I had no idea. Out of all the stations she could have ended up at, she is here at mine.

      Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I open up a text with Jackson.

      Me: Seriously, no heads up?

      Hitting send, I know that he will understand what I’m saying, asshat.

      Just as my phone vibrates with a response from Jackson, my captain shows up in the hallway. I’m still standing in the doorway of the room that I just showed Ashlyn to.

      Cap makes his way to me. “Shaw, everything good?”

      “Yep.”

      Cap eyes me for a moment. “You have previously known our new firefighter, I’m assuming?”

      Nodding, I answer, “Only since she was about four. Ashlyn is my best friend’s sister.”

      His eyes widen slightly, “And you had no idea she was coming here?”

      This time I shake my head, “Nope."

      “I’m going to assume there is more to this story than just the best friend’s sister judging by the fist you were about to plant into the new guy’s face.”

      The whole station doesn’t need to know that I was an ass for allowing Ashlyn to get away, I have already smacked myself upside the head many times since that day I left her house.

      “Just surprised is all. I have no problems with the new guy. I’m good.”

      Captain eyes me for a moment and I can see that he is trying to assess how much to believe of what I’ve said. “All right, for now I won’t ask any more questions, just remember we all have to work together as a team here.”

      I fight the need to roll my eyes, Cap knows me better than that. “I can swear to you, nothing would come before the safety of everyone.”

      “I know, just a friendly reminder.” With that said and a look that tells me he isn’t buying my denial of something between Ashlyn and myself, he turns and walks back down the hall, leaving me once again alone.

      Bringing my phone up, I check my text messages.

      Jackson: I have no idea what you are talking about.

      I can almost hear the smile in his text.

      Pushing the green phone icon at the top of the screen, I wait for Jackson to answer.

      “I thought about letting it go to voicemail.” His laughing voice comes through the phone.

      The sound of his laughter is grinding on my already shot nerves.

      “Why in the hell didn’t you for one, tell me Ashlyn lived here in California and two, not only was going to school to be a firefighter, but somehow was ending up at my station?”

      “Had a little of a surprise this morning, did you?”

      “This isn’t really funny.”

      “You’re right, your tone is making it hilarious.”

      “Man, if I could punch you right now, not going to lie, I would.”

      “What are you so worked up about? According to you there was nothing going on between the two of you, so why would I have thought to tell you? You haven’t mentioned her name even once the couple of times I have been out there, it’s not like I’m just going to bring up the conversation, I just figured I would leave it alone.”

      He’s right, I made sure I didn’t mention Ashlyn when he came out to visit. I didn’t want him thinking I was looking for more than just friendship with her.

      “Seriously, man. No hey, my sister is going to be working with you, watch out for her. Or I don’t know, a hey, Ashlyn moved to California, so if you get a call that she needs something, you know why. Nothing came to mind that you thought I needed to know about any of this?”

      “There is no part of any of what you just said that I thought I would have had to ask you to do, man. Listen, you’re my best friend and yes, when you told me you kissed Ashlyn I might have taken a few days to wrap my head around it, but in the long run, I’ve always known she had a crush on you and I would never have been mad if you two ended up together, I would have just kicked your ass if you broke her heart, which just for the record, you are lucky I didn’t do before now.”

      Running my hands through my hair, I realize I’m not upset about Ashlyn’s career choice or that she ended up here at my station, but more over that I had no idea any of this was happening.

      The building vibrates as the tones go off, notifying us of yet another call this morning. “Hey, man, I have to go.”

      “Hey, Kayson.”

      “Yeah.”

      “In all seriousness, watch out for her.”

      Knowing what I say next makes everything I just complained about completely obsolete, I admit, “You know you never have to ask that. I’ll make sure she is safe.”

      With that I hang up, run down the hall and out to the bay before the engine takes off without me.

      Jumping up into the cab, Ashlyn is there, looking as calm as can be, that is to those who don’t know her. I’ve known this woman most of her life and I’m seeing right past her tough exterior. It’s the slightest of movement and if you weren’t watching her closely you wouldn’t see it, but she is chewing on the inside of her cheek and when I look down at her hands, she is rubbing the material at the side of her leg with her pinky. To top everything off, she is looking everywhere but at me, because she knows I’m seeing right through her.

      I fist my hands to keep from reaching out and grabbing her hand just to reassure her that it’s all good. However, if she is going to make it as a firefighter, I can’t be holding her hand.

      As much as she looks like a grown woman right now, I can’t help but see that little girl in ponytails following us everywhere, or that girl who tried so hard not to cry the day her brother and I left for bootcamp, but at the end just before we turned to leave, she jumped into both our arms and made us promise to come home. Or the girl on her graduation, the excitement in her eyes when she opened her bedroom door to find Jackson and myself home a week early just to surprise her.

      There was a time, before I went and ruined it all, when she would have been the first to call me and tell me that she was moving or that she had decided to become a firefighter.

      “Murphy, Walker, most important thing to remember is that there aren’t any heroes here, we are a team and we work as one. Pay attention to orders and watch out for your fellow firefighter and everyone gets to go home.” Cap’s voice comes through our headset.

      I don’t miss the look the new guy gives Ashlyn, it’s a reassuring gesture that they’ve got this. Her smile that she gives him back doesn’t go unnoticed either. Both actions grind on my nerves and I have to hold back the urge to side punch the guy in the arm. I remember when she used to look at me for reassurance.
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      Ashlyn

      

      First call and it’s a multiple car accident on the freeway. In morning traffic, this is something I’m sure this area sees a lot of. Everyone rushing around to get to work, calls are being made, makeup applied, everything to distract a driver and it takes seconds for something like this to happen.

      When the bells go off at the station my heart jumps in my chest. My first call and I haven’t been at the station for more than maybe an hour. I was warned about how busy this station was, but the guys had just rolled in from an earlier call and were now right back at it.

      Grabbing my equipment from my locker, my body goes into robot mode and I do what I’ve been trained to do, but my mind is running a hundred plus. The captain instructs Neil and me to hop into the engine with him.

      Settling into my seat, I’m trying everything I can to keep from showing how nervous I am.

      Another firefighter jumps into the seat across from me and sticks out his hand. “We haven’t been introduced yet, I’m Caleb but everyone calls me Striker.”

      Shaking his hand, I give him a puzzled look. “Striker, it’s nice to meet you. Is there a good story behind that name?”

      “It’s followed me my entire life. Baseball pitcher in school, I was known for striking everyone out. In college everyone thought I would go pro, even got an offer, but decided I wanted to do something else, so I became a firefighter.” He shrugs his shoulders like giving up the pros is no big deal.

      I’m about to respond when Kayson jumps into the empty seat. I watch as he settles in, realizing that my heart still jumps in my chest the way it always did when I was a teenager.

      As he settles into the seat, I look away so that he doesn’t catch me staring at him and decide to concentrate on anything but him, mostly keeping from showing everyone how nervous I am.

      As hard as I try to pay attention to the conversation between Striker and Neil, I can feel Kayson’s eyes on me and it is so incredibly hard to keep my eyes from seeking his out.

      I could have sworn the last three years had taken care of any stupid little girl, teenage girl, whatever you want to call it, crush I had on Kayson. However, watching him stalk up to me today, in uniform, did something to my insides that I haven’t been able to settle and that feeling I had when he kissed me came slamming back at me.

      I don’t want to like him, I don’t want to want him. If I would have known this was his station I would have maybe tried to trade. Nope, that’s a lie, I would have decided to face off with him just to prove to myself I was over him, and how wrong I would have been.

      When we were back at the station in that room and his lips were only inches from mine, it took everything I had not to close that space between us and kiss him, but he hurt me and I had my first heartbreak from the one guy I had loved since I could remember. It took me a little time to get over him kissing me and then leaving, but him not talking to me since, I think that’s what hurt the most. Yes, he broke my heart, but him not talking to me since then I think has hurt a lot more.

      Not one phone call, text or even Jackson mentioning he had asked about me, nothing. Even though my heart was crushed a little from him not feeling the same for me that I did him, it was more crushed over the friendship I thought we had but obviously didn’t.

      I was never more thankful for the captain’s voice to come through our headsets and interrupt my train of thought. Now isn’t the time to think about all of this, it’s time to work.

      Rolling up on scene, I stare out the side window and realize, no matter how much you prepare yourself for what this job may throw at you or the stories you hear and tell yourself you can handle, nothing can really prepare you for what you really deal with, especially your first call.

      I’m the last to exit the cab, and as I hop down, Kayson is suddenly standing in front of me. “I’m right here if you need me.”

      He is looking at me like he used to, like a little girl, or his best friend’s little sister, not the woman or firefighter I’ve become.

      Rolling my eyes, I move my way past him, but before I walk away I look over my shoulder. “Too late for that.”

      I don’t care how he takes my words or what he thinks I mean by them.

      

      It’s after one in the afternoon when we roll back into the station. After putting my stuff away, I sit on the bench and take a moment to take in everything that has happened today. I’m already exhausted and I’ve only been on one call.

      Kayson, his name should mean exhaustion. This morning he charges me like a rhino and looks like he is about to rip Neil’s head off. In the room earlier I would have sworn he was going to kiss me, and then throughout this entire call we just returned from, every time I turned he was right there. I don’t want unneeded attention here, so I’m going to have to have a talk with Kayson, what I’m going to say I have no idea yet, but I’m here to do a job and that’s it.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, pulling it out I see my brother’s picture on the screen.

      Pushing the little green circle under his picture, I answer, “Hey, Jackson.”

      “So how is everything going? Been on any calls yet? Meet anyone interesting at work? Have you made friends?”

      There is laughter in my brother’s voice and I realize he knew this whole time. “When did you know?”

      “When you told me the station number, I realized it.”

      “And you didn’t think I needed to know this little bit of information?”

      “Would it have changed anything?”

      I throw up my hand, like he could see me or something, “Yes, for one I would have been a little more prepared for the pissed off Kayson who stormed at me this morning and made a scene in front of everyone.”

      “He didn’t.”

      My brother is laughing!

      “This isn’t funny, Jackson.”

      “It kind of is.”

      “I’m hanging up now.”

      Before he can reply, I push the end button and hang up on him.

      My phone screen goes back to the home screen and I look down at the picture. It’s from my graduation day, I’m in my cap and gown and both Jackson and Kayson are in uniform. They both surprised me that day by coming home a week early to be there for my graduation. This is my favorite picture. Even though it’s been three years since I’ve seen Kayson, until today that is, I couldn’t switch out the picture.

      Footsteps coming up behind me has me quickly shoving my phone back into my pocket and turning to see who it is, hoping that it isn’t Kayson.

      Relief washes over me and my shoulders slump a little when I see one of the other firefighters grabbing something from his locker.

      He looks over at me and smiles. I’m not sure which one he is, we haven’t been introduced yet.

      “Hi, I’m Ashlyn.” I give him a slight wave.

      “I’m Jeff, it’s nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.”

      “Lunch has been laid out up in the kitchen, should probably grab something before we get called out again.”

      I take a deep breath, “They weren’t kidding, this station is busy.”

      Jeff shrugs, “It can be, we have just learned to make the most out of mealtime when we can.”

      “Got it.”

      “Welcome to the crew.”

      I give him a small smile, “Thank you.”

      

      Walking up the stairs, everyone is seated at the large table, passing around lunch meat, making sandwiches, and what looks to be a potato salad.

      There is an empty seat between Neil and one of our engineers that I haven’t learned the name of yet, but looking at his name tag I read Garrett Scott, and right across from that empty seat is Kayson.

      Taking the seat, Neil right away hands me the bread and a platter of lunch meats with a smile. When I look over at Kayson he is glaring at Neil. All right, enough is enough. Hoping I land the mark I’m aiming for, I swing my booted foot under the table.

      Kayson’s eyes flash over to me, the only indication that my kick landed exactly where I wanted it to. I give him a slight shake of my head, silently telling him to knock it off.

      His eyes bounce between me and Neil in a silent question. Rolling mine at him, I take a deep breath and look away, only to see that we have gained the attention of most of the table.

      I can’t do this anymore. The quiet stares from my coworkers that have been happening all day, and Kayson acting like an ass. It’s time to just lay it out there for everyone, get the questions out of the way and maybe get Kayson to back off a little.

      Taking a deep breath, I begin. “All right, so as some of you, or probably all of you have noticed, Kayson and I know each other outside of the station. I’ve known him since I was probably about four years old, he is my brother’s best friend. The same brother thought it would be funny not to inform either of us on the fact that we would be working together and created a little bit of a shock, so please excuse any glaring from Mr. Shaw, he obviously doesn’t take surprises very well. As for me, I’m excited to be part of this station and working alongside all of you, just ignore Kayson while he sulks.”

      The table erupts in laughter, and quickly the attention is brought back to the food on the table and not myself and the not-so-happy Kayson.

      That’s fine, he can be mad, he can send me all the warnings through his eyes that he would like, but from now on, I’m worrying about me. I’m here and he is going to have to deal with it.
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      After Ashlyn’s little announcement her whole attitude changed. She is smiling and laughing with the guys. As I watch the crew interact and her with them, I realize how much I’ve missed being around her the last few years. Not to mention, I was only home for a couple days after returning from the military and gone two years before that.

      In those five years Ashlyn has gone from a teenager to the woman she is today. Before the day that Jackson and I got home I never looked at Ashlyn as anything other than my best friend’s little sister, but when she opened her bedroom door and jumped into my arms the day of her high school graduation, something changed.

      That’s the night I kissed her and realization slammed into my chest that I was no longer thinking of her as my best friend’s little sister, but a woman that I wanted. I knew that wasn’t fair, our timing was all off. I was moving here to California. That put four states between us, not ideal for any kind of relationship, let alone one that had only contained one kiss.

      Here she is again, thrust into my life and if anything, my need for her has only grown with time. However, she has made it very clear that she is here to work and seems content on forgetting anything that may have happened in the past between the two of us.

      With each laughter of hers that fills the room and knowing that it’s the guys in the station making her laugh, more so the new guy, it twists me up with a need that I thought couldn’t get any tighter than it had. Never thought the one girl I’d want but couldn’t have would be my best friend’s sister.

      After only a couple of bites of my sandwich and a scoop of potato salad I haven’t touched, as well as listening to the conversations around the table, I need some air. Grabbing my plate, I push myself back from the table, make my way to the kitchen, throw away my unwanted lunch and head down to the bay. I need a little space.

      

      Grabbing a rag, I begin wiping down the engine, it’s just busy work to try and keep my mind off Ashlyn. It’s not working. This is insane. Throwing the rag against the wall, I plop down onto the bumper at the back of the engine and take a deep, frustrated breath. I run my hands through my hair, my elbows resting on my knees and my hands at the back of my neck.

      “I didn’t know you were here at this station, but if I had, I would have never guessed you would have a problem with me being here.”

      Her voice comes from my right, but I keep my eyes looking down. “I have no problem with you being here, Ash.”

      “You mean you are in this kind of mood all of the time? Must be making a ton of friends.”

      Letting my hands fall, I take another deep breath. We need to have this conversation. She isn’t going anywhere, I’m not going anywhere, and in order for this job to be done right we need to be able to work together, so the only way to do that is to clear the air.

      Standing up, I turn and face her and my breath lodges for a moment in my chest. In this uniform, her hair pulled back in a ponytail, as simple as it all is, she is stunning.

      She has always been beautiful, but now she has sexy mixed with it.

      “Why didn’t you call me or something and let me know you were living here?”

      “Kayson, the last time we talked, you basically told me you didn’t want me and that you were moving here to California. You didn’t call, you didn’t text, we have already had this conversation today. I get that things were a little different because we kissed, but I never thought in a million years you would just cut all ties with me. I was young and yes, had a huge crush on you, but I wasn’t so desperate as to bother you with calls or send texts that you were just going to ignore. Yes, I was heartbroken, but not desperate.”

      “I wouldn’t have ignored you, Ash.”

      “The phone works both ways, Kayson, plus I have more respect for myself than to beg you to give us a chance. You didn’t want me.”

      “It had nothing to do with not wanting you.” My voice begins to rise, “You’d literally just graduated high school, I was moving four states away, what was I supposed to do?”

      “You shouldn’t have kissed me to begin with then,” she throws back at me.

      Our voices are starting to echo throughout the station and this isn’t a conversation I want the whole station a part of.

      Grabbing her hand, I’m surprised when she freely follows me as I lead the two of us out the side door to the side of the building. The whole station is gated in with the exception of the roll-up doors for the garage, so we don’t have to worry about anyone else right now.

      Once outside, I release her hand and pick up from where we left off inside.

      “I’m not going to lie to you and say that I regret kissing you, or that I wouldn’t do it again if I could go back. I was leaving, Ash, there was nothing I could do about it. Your life was just beginning. You had college and your own future to start working toward.”

      “That would have been for me to choose, not you, plus look where I ended up.”

      I don’t know what to say next. She isn’t going to see why I left the way I did.

      “You know, every time Jackson came here to California to visit, I knew you two were hanging out, he would call me every night. Of course we got together, but never once did he invite me to hang out with you guys. I just assumed that was because you didn’t want to see me. I think that’s what hurt more than anything, Kayson. You have always been such a large part of my life and because of one kiss, you ended it all. You are right, I didn’t tell you I was here, I honestly didn’t think you would care.”

      Looking into her eyes, I see them starting to glass over and that’s my undoing. Closing the space between us, I back her up against the wall and hold her there with my body. Her hands are on my chest and I’m waiting for her to try and push me away, but instead she fists my shirt in each of her hands.

      “I’m not going to lie to you and tell you I didn’t look at you as a sister for most of your life, but when you opened the door and threw yourself into my arms that day of your graduation, something shifted inside. I was seeing you for the first time as the woman you were becoming, not just Jackson’s little sister that has followed us around most of her life. Kissing you that night, I was only taught one thing, it was going to be harder than hell to walk away from you, but I had to, for both our sakes.”

      Her eyes search mine and being this close I can no longer hold myself back. Closing the remaining space, I claim her lips with mine. It’s not an apologetic kiss, it’s the frustration of today, the need I’ve had for her for the past three years. It’s desire, all wrapped in one.

      For a moment she surrenders to it and I feel her kissing me back. A small moan escapes into the air around us, but I honestly have no idea from which of us it came.

      Her hands tangled in my shirt tighten and pull at my shirt, I grab her ponytail and pull slightly, her small gasp allows just enough space for my tongue to find hers. How did I ever walk away from this woman?

      Timing is everything at this station, the tones sound off all around the station and Ashlyn goes still in my arms. I start to push back to look at her, but her hands that were fisted in my shirt are now flat against my chest and she is pushing me back. Her eyes will not meet mine.

      “Ash?” I take a step away from her.

      She won’t look at me, her fingers are now tracing her own lips and her breathing is labored. Without another word, she pulls the door open and disappears back inside.

      The bells going off and the voice coming through our intercoms is a reminder that I need to put what just happened to the side for right now, it’s time to work.
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      Ashlyn

      

      As I grab my gear from my locker, I have to stop for a moment when I lose my balance as I try to quickly remove my shoes and step into my boots and turnout pants.

      Taking a couple of deep breaths, I clear my head and lecture myself—now isn’t the time. I can’t be distracted like this on a call. Damn Kayson, what was he thinking? More so, what was I thinking for allowing it to happen?

      Pulling myself together, I make it to the engine at the same time Kayson does, he steps aside for me to jump in first and then follows me up into the cab.

      Neil and Cowboy are with us, both bouncing their questioning looks between myself and Kayson. I’m pretty sure everyone in the station heard the early part of our conversation and I swear my cheeks have permanently been a shade of red today. What a first day on the job.

      “Shaw, Murphy, when we get back I would like a word with both of you,” the captain’s voice comes over our headset.

      Great, two more shades of red just brightened my face, I’m sure. Everyone from the crew can hear this conversation.

      “Yes, sir.” I can hear my own voice through the headset as I respond to the captain and I hate how defeated it sounds.

      I stare out the window so that I don’t have to make eye contact with anyone. I just listen to the sirens and watch the city fly by.

      Today was supposed to be the best day. Last night I got very little sleep, I was too excited. I had to have checked my bag twenty times to make sure I had everything. I sat there on my bed and stared at my uniform draped over my chair for probably an hour, so excited to put it on for the first time. I’m not delusional, I know this job is going to be trying and there are going to be things I wish I didn’t have to see, but it can be so rewarding as well. I just want to do something that helps others.

      Saddest part about today, it’s not the job that is making it hard, it’s Kayson. Out of all the damn stations in this city, how did this work out?

      Pressing my lips together, I can still feel his on mine. The way his body felt pressed to mine, the sensation that zipped throughout my body when he pulled my hair to get to the place he wanted to be.

      I’ve been on a few dates, was serious with one guy last year for about seven months, until I found out he thought I was wasting my time on my career path and would never make it. It didn’t take me long to tell him goodbye. None of those before today have made me feel even an ounce of what Kayson made me feel just now outside of the station with a single kiss.

      Something nudges my booted foot and I look over to see Neil watching me with a questioning look in his eyes.

      He’s a nice guy, but how tentative he is doesn’t go unnoticed. I’m not one of those that thinks all the guys fall for me, but I’m getting the feeling that Neil may have a little something for me going on, it’s hard not to see it.

      I give him a slight smile and a nod and then turn my attention back to the window. I need to make sure I don’t do anything to encourage him.

      Rolling up to the house we were called out to, we are attending to a guy who was on the roof and decided to challenge gravity. He didn’t win that battle, but was lucky that when he fell it was into a kid’s blow-up pool, which probably helped cushion his fall enough to not sustain major injuries.

      Most of the time we are there tending to the man’s injuries, he and his wife are arguing. Him telling us that he told her not to call us out, that he was fine, her yelling back and the kids just watching. I actually make that my job. They have two little ones, I decide to keep them occupied while the parents argue and the guys go about checking the man for injuries.

      It all distracts me enough that I’m feeling better, until we get back to the station that is.

      As soon as I hop out and grab my stuff the captain is right there, “Don’t forget I would like a word, please.”

      Nodding, I leave my stuff where it is and follow the captain and Kayson to the back of the building, out the door there and into the lot where we keep all our cars parked.

      “Sir, I’m really sorry…” Captain puts his hand up to stop me before I can say much.

      “Look, I’m not out here to lecture the both of you, but I’m going to suggest that whatever is going on between the two of you, may it have been in the past or now, you two figure it out and start working together. Ashlyn, you were highly recommended to us and Kayson, you have always been an amazing firefighter, I expect both of you while you are here at the station to keep things professional and work as a team. What happens between the two of you on your days off is between you guys, but here it’s not important. I can’t have the two of you distracted and…” he looks squarely at me, “I don’t want to have you switched to another station.”

      “It was never my intention to cause a problem here and I can promise you it will not be an issue,” I speak first.

      “I didn’t say you were causing problems, Murphy. It’s my job to spot situations early and keep them from happening, that’s what I’m doing here.”

      He doesn’t even wait for us to respond, he turns and leaves the two of us alone.

      I’m exhausted, and on the way back from the call the captain announced the two newbies, as he called us, were in charge of dinner tonight.

      “Ash…”

      I stop him before he can go on, “Look, this is ridiculous. What happened was in the past, I’m over it and have moved on. I’ve missed you, Kayson, I’m not going to lie, and I want to go back to having you as a friend.”

      “A friend? What about earlier?”

      He is referring to the kiss and as much as I want to be in those arms, I know it’s not a good idea.

      “That shouldn’t have happened.”

      “But it did.”

      He takes a step closer to me and I take a step back, holding up my hands to stop him.

      “Kayson, please.” I hate that my voice drips with pleading.

      He doesn’t move toward me, but he does watch me for a moment. I can’t help but notice something has changed in him, but I don’t want to argue with him anymore.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I turn and walk back into the station and back to where I left all my gear just sitting.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. Pulling it out, I see I have missed a few text messages, but the one I open is from Hannah.

      Hannah: So, how is today going?”

      Right now I would love nothing more than to have my best friend here, but she is back home and I can’t talk, I have dinner for ten people to help make.

      Me: Very unexpected is the best way I can describe it, but can’t talk. Will call you later tonight or tomorrow when I get off work.

      Hannah: Can’t wait. Please stay safe.

      Me: Promise.

      Tucking my phone into by back pocket, I take a second to collect myself and then put on a very fake, but I’m hoping convincing smile. All I have to do is get through dinner with everyone. Try to keep the conversation and attention off Kayson and myself, of course that may be easier said than done, then hopefully be convincing that with an eventful first day I can turn in early, then just pray the night is quiet.

      The answer to that wishful thinking are the tones going off throughout the station yet again. The rate this is going, I’m starting to wonder if dinner will even get made. Back to the engine it is.
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      Going back to being friends. That’s what Ashlyn said. There was no going back after the first time I kissed her, and definitely not after the kiss today.

      Before today, hell, even if you would have asked me before eight o’clock this morning what my feelings were for Ashlyn, I would have told anyone that even though I missed her, I was doing what was best for her.

      I didn’t reach out after I left because I knew that would make things difficult, I have to admit that would have been my lame excuse to keep from telling anyone that I was having a really hard time staying away. That’s why I didn’t return home much, instead I had Jackson come out here to California, less possibilities of running into her, not knowing she was right here all along.

      Today, having her in my arms only confirmed that’s where she belongs. It felt right. Her lips responded to mine with as much need as mine demanded from hers.

      The smart thing to do would be to agree with her and the two of us to skate around this need for each other we have and just do our jobs and keep things on the friendship level, but every time I see the new kid hit on her, or one of the guys flirting with her, I want to grab her and show all of them she is mine. A little caveman I know, but that’s what she does to me.

      For the rest of shift I’m going to let it go. We don’t need any more attention from the crew or the captain on this and I can tell Ashlyn is about done. Tomorrow we are both off and before we leave the station maybe I can convince her to go get breakfast with me or something and we can talk, clear the air between us a little. Maybe I can convince her why I walked away and decided not to reach out afterwards. Convince her that I’m not going to walk away from her again.

      Pulling out my phone from my pocket, I figure there should be another phone call I make. I not only have to convince Ashlyn, but out of respect for our long friendship, I better call Jackson. Not for his permission, Ashlyn is an adult, but I want to keep my friend as well as get the girl. I’m not going to hide my feelings for his sister from him.

      Pulling up his name, I hit the call button, and the tones once again go off throughout the station.

      “Damn it.”

      “What’s wrong, Ashlyn all right?” I hear a slight panic in Jackson’s voice when he answers.

      “Yea, sorry, she’s fine, but we just got another call. I’ll have to call you back later.”

      “No problem, talk later.” Jackson hangs up before I have a chance.

      Grabbing my gear, I purposely jump into the ladder truck this time knowing that Ashlyn will be in the engine. We are all going to the same location, but I think she needs a little space and in such tight confinement I can feel the tension radiating off her as she tries to ignore that I’m there.

      If I have any hope of convincing her of anything tomorrow, I need to give her a little breathing room for the rest of the day.

      I grab the seat up front with Garrett, our engineer. Before I even shut the door, he turns to me.

      “Please tell me you didn’t run from that girl?”

      Garrett is married and has his first child on the way, so I know his interest in this isn’t because he is interested in Ashlyn.

      “No one’s business, man.”

      “You two kind of made it everyone’s business. You know there are no secrets around this place, this station is too open, every conversation echoes through here.”

      Slamming the door shut, I busy myself with inputting the location to the call. That’s when Jeff decides to pop his head around the corner.

      “I’m with Garrett, I’m kind of hoping we all heard wrong. You don’t run from a woman like that.”

      “She’s my best friend’s sister, she’d just graduated high school and I was leaving the next day to move here, putting four states in between us. I didn’t run away from her.”

      I had to give them something, or this conversation would move throughout both engines over the headsets and I needed to end it before that. Ashlyn didn’t need to hear any part of it.

      Jeff irritates me further when he just nods his head and is giving me a shit-eating grin as if saying “sure you did” and pulls back to buckle up in his seat.

      

      Pulling up to the address, both engines are rolling up. The house’s garage is engulfed in flames, but it looks like the Fourth of July is exploding all around it.

      Hopping out of the engine, we all stand back and watch as the show goes on. One of the officers on site comes up and starts explaining the situation to the captain.

      “Well, we have a bunch of illegal fireworks, and when I say a bunch, the owner has informed us that over three-fourths of the garage was filled, floor-to-ceiling, with boxes of all types of fireworks.” The officer points to a crowd of people on the sidewalk. “The guy over there is the owner, he has some burns that need looking at.”

      “Do we know how it started?”

      The officer nods, “We do and you won’t believe it. So this garage used to be his workshop for cars, he was inside, tripped over something with a cigarette and dropped it when he fell. Landed on some old oil or something on the ground, he said it went up fast. He tried putting it out before it hit the boxes…” He points up to the sky as the fireworks continue to go off, “He didn’t make it in time.”

      “For sure nothing else in there, ammo or propane tanks for example? We don’t need any surprises,” Cap asks.

      “He has told us there is nothing other than the fireworks.”

      “All right, guys, let’s fan out around the space and start dumping, make sure we wet the houses around this property to keep anything else from catching fire.” Cap starts shouting orders over the loud sounds surrounding us.

      “Officer, have houses in the area been evacuated?” the captain asks.

      “Yes, the only house we didn’t get an answer from was next door, no car in the driveway, we have to assume no one is home.”

      Going around to the side of the engine, I go to grab a hose when the ground shakes from a large explosion. Everyone ducks down as we wait.

      “What the hell was that?”

      Looking over, the whole side wall to the garage is blown out and fireworks are starting to shot straight out from the side, one shoots right into the neighbor’s downstairs window, the flames filling the space immediately.

      “Get water over there now!” the captain starts yelling orders.

      “Sir, sir.” A woman’s voice comes up behind me.

      “Ma’am, I need you to back up, please, this isn’t safe.”

      “Sir, there is a deaf teenage girl who lives in that house, her mom usually works late. If they knocked she wouldn’t have heard them.”
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      The noise around us is insane. I will never look at fireworks the same I don’t think. When the explosion from the garage goes off, the ground under our feet shakes and I don’t think I’ve ever felt heat like that in my life.

      I notice the woman as she runs up to Kayson and listen to what she is telling him.

      When she mentions a deaf girl, I turn and start scanning the windows of the house that is now on fire. It’s a two-story and that’s when I spot her, second floor, second window to the back of the house on the right side.

      Grabbing Kayson’s arm, I point up to the window. “Look.”

      He turns and spots the girl right away. I never expected him to just take action and run right to the house.

      “Shaw, what are you doing? Get back here!” the captain yells as Kayson runs past him.

      “Sir, look.” I point up to the window again where the young woman is waving her arms at us.

      “Get me two hoses over on that house now. Cowboy, get over there and follow Shaw. The rest of you, soak that side of the garage and keep anymore fireworks from going off. Stay back, though, not sure what exploded and the owner obviously cannot be trusted with the right information.”

      Grabbing a hose with two others, I race toward the house that Kayson and Cowboy just ran into.

      As quick as everything starts, it ends. We are able to contain the fire in the house to just the living room and Kayson and Cowboy bring the girl out without any injuries. The fireworks show finally stops and this is definitely a story to tell for my first day on the job.

      What a day. First a man and a blow-up pool and now a fireworks show, what next?

      

      An hour and a half later, we are all mopped up and finally heading back to the station. Just in time for Neil and me to hop into the kitchen and start on dinner while everyone else cleans up the engine and truck and gets everything ready for the next call.

      As I’m finishing up the salad, Neil rests his hip against the counter next to me. “So, can I ask you a question?”

      Giving him a sideways questioning glance, I say, “Sure.”

      “What’s going on between you and Kayson?”

      “Nothing, why?”

      “That man hasn’t stopped staring at you all day. I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve gotten a death glare from him.”

      Taking the sliced tomatoes I’ve just finished cutting and tossing them in the bowl with the salad, I wipe my hands on a towel and turn my attention to Neil.

      “I’m sorry about Kayson. Like I mentioned earlier, he has known me since I was a little girl, he is just a little overprotective, like big brother.”

      “Those are not looks a big brother gives, Ashlyn, trust me on this. We all heard the conversation you guys had earlier, at least parts of it, what happened?”

      “Honestly, nothing. I was young, just graduated high school and had a little crush, it happens. Other than that, nothing has happened.”

      Neil isn’t buying it. I can see it written all over his face.

      “He was an idiot.”

      Smiling, I grab the bowl with the salad, “We better sit down and eat before another call comes through.”

      I don’t want to be rude, but I don’t really want to stand here and discuss Kayson and my relationship either.

      Thankfully, he drops it and just follows me to the table with the plate of chicken we made and the mashed potatoes.

      

      We make it through dinner without any calls and the conversation around the table stays light, and away from Kayson and me.

      Now I’m sitting along in this room. All I wanted to do earlier was escape here and now that I’m here, alone because everyone else turned in, I feel antsy. It’s almost ten, which means it’s almost eleven for Hannah. Maybe she’s still awake.

      Grabbing my phone, I search for her contact information and open up a text.

      Me: It’s late, are you awake?

      Her text is sent back immediately.

      Hannah: Yes, call me.

      Hitting the little green icon on the top, I don’t have to wait long for her to answer.

      “So how was it today?”

      “Are you ready for this?”

      “That bad?”

      I know I sound exhausted, I can hear it in my own voice.

      “Well, the first maybe ten minutes that I was here was great, after that all downhill.”

      “Ash, you are killing me here, what happened?”

      “Kayson is what happened.”

      “What are you talking about? What does Kayson have to do with how your day went? I’m so confused right now. Did he call you or something?”

      “Or something. He works here at the station I’m at.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “He caused a big scene this morning, has been in a mood all day.”

      “Why would he be the one to cause the scene? He is the one who left.”

      “He says he’s mad because no one told him I’m here in California. I guess Jackson never mentioned it to him.”

      Hannah starts laughing.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Did Jackson know you two were going to be working together?”

      “Yep.”

      “That totally sounds like something Jackson would do. So what else happened, or did he just sulk the whole day?”

      I wasn’t sure if I should tell her about the kiss. Hannah was all for me moving here to California, she just thought I should have contacted Kayson myself. I thought that made me seem desperate or something. If he wanted anything to do with me, he knew how to get a hold of me.

      Being my best friend, I always expect Hannah to be on my side, but when everything happened three years ago she was more the voice of reason and she was reasoning with Kayson. Don’t get me wrong, she thought it was wrong to do, but she understood why he did it, and that it didn’t mean he didn’t like me, just knew something so far apart would never work out.

      She did start siding with me more the longer time went and he never called, but she has always been for Kayson and me to be together.

      “One other thing happened.” She’s my best friend, and I tell her everything.

      “What?”

      “He kissed me.”

      “Like on the cheek or like kissed, kissed you?”

      It was definitely not on the cheek. My lips could still feel his. Every time I think about it, my body starts to hum.

      “Not on the cheek.”

      “I knew it, and I’ve been telling you, he likes you.”

      “Not the point, Hannah.”

      “What’s your point then? You have liked that man since I can remember, go with it.”

      Just like that, she wants me to just jump into a relationship with him. No questions asked, no reserve for how he hasn’t spoken to me in a few years, her answer to this is just do it.

      “We work together now.”

      “And…”

      “And, that could be disastrous. Plus, he kissed me, never said he wanted anything more.”

      “Ash, I get it. You don’t want your heart broken again, but neither of you are in the same place as you were three years ago. Well, actually I guess technically you are, but not the point, you know what I mean.”

      “Aren’t best friends supposed to be on your side?”

      “I am on your side. I’m telling you to go for the man you have been in love with since you were in junior high.”

      This conversation was supposed to settle my mind a little, but it is only making me think more and right now I’m exhausted.

      “I’ll think about it, after I get some sleep and clear my head a little. Love you and miss you. You need to come visit.”

      “How many of those firefighters that you work with are good looking?”

      “I believe to be a firefighter the rules state you have to be good looking.”

      “Then I will be visiting very soon.”

      This is why I love this girl.

      “Night, talk soon.”

      “Don’t fight it too hard, I mean make him work for it a little, he deserves that, but have fun. Night.” She hangs up before I can say anything else.

      For the next hour, I just lie here in bed. As tired as I am, I’m not sleeping. Picking up my phone from the nightstand, I sigh when I see that it’s only one o’clock.

      I can’t just lie here anymore, throwing my pants back on over my shorts I’m wearing, I head downstairs in my socks and walk around the bay a little, playing with nobs on the engines, straightening my locker, although nothing was wrong with it, anything I can think of to keep me busy and get the early morning hours to move a little faster.

      Sitting on the sidestep of the engine, my elbows resting on my thighs and my hands holding up my head, I watch a little bug move around the floor.

      I never hear footsteps or any sounds, so when a pair of sock-covered feet come into my view, I jump up from my seat and can’t stop the small scream that escapes my throat.

      “Kayson, what are you doing down here?”

      Leaning over, I try to get my heart to calm down from beating out of my chest.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      Standing up straight again, I answer, “I couldn’t sleep, lot on my mind. It’s been one hell of a first day.”

      The corner of his mouth goes up into a shy little smile, I used to love that smile on him. My chest tightens and I realize the more I’m around him the more I have missed him.

      “I’m sure I need to apologize for some of it.”

      His hands are tucked into his pockets and he keeps looking down at his socked feet.

      “Well, the fireworks were fun.” I try to lighten the mood a little.

      I don’t want to argue with him anymore. So maybe if we don’t bring up what happened today and just move forward, we can actually work together.

      “Ash, I need to apologize. For today, for three years ago. My intentions were never to hurt you and I know I did. I need you to know, though, it wasn’t easy for me to leave. I have picked up my phone more times than I care to admit to and started to call you, or send a text, I just didn’t think you wanted to hear from me.”

      “I’m not mad at you for leaving. Well, that’s a little bit of a lie, you did hurt me a little when you left, but to be honest it was the silent treatment I’ve had a harder time with.”

      “You didn’t call me.”

      He was right, I didn’t. I didn’t want to be one of those girls.

      “I know. I’ll be honest, I didn’t know what to say. I knew my feelings for you were different than yours were for me. I’m just Jackson’s little sister.”

      His movement is quick, he closes the space between us before I know what is happening. My back is pressed up against the door of the engine and his arm is around my waist, holding me tight to him.

      “Before that night I kissed you, yes, you were Jackson’s kid sister, but after I had a taste of these sweet lips, you were no longer that little girl. Walking away from you was one of the hardest things I’ve done. Staying away from you is even harder."

      His lips are so close to mine they tickle my lips as he speaks. I should move, pull myself out of his arms, walk away. Tell him we can be friends and then go to bed, but no part of my body is obeying what my brain is thinking.

      His eyes bounce between mine and my lips as though he is asking me permission, and I know I should be making the move to say no, but I can’t and if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t want to. I want him to kiss me. It’s probably going to be a mistake, I am probably going to get hurt again, but right now none of that matters. What matters is how nice it feels to have his arms wrapped tight around me. I feel safe, like nothing in the world could harm me. His chest is strong against mine, pressed so tight against me I swear I can feel his heart beat against my own rapid one.

      “I’m going to kiss you again, Ash.” Before I can say anything back, his lips are hard against mine.

      A small groan escapes from my chest and my arms wrap around his neck as one hand buries deep into the hair at the back of his head. I’m holding on tight, because I know at any minute my legs are going to give out from under me.

      His tongue demands my lips part and plays along with mine. I’ve kissed guys, but none of those times did it feel like this. Kayson is in complete control, he is demanding what he wants and I am freely allowing him all access. Although I know if I pull away right now, he would let me. I can feel his need for me, the security in being with him. His arms feel like a safe haven and I don’t want to leave their embrace.

      All day I’ve been trying to convince myself that all that needs to be between the two of us is friendship. That would keep my heart safe and there wouldn’t be any disappointments. Right now, I’m throwing all of that caution out and am willing to do whatever this man wants.

      His lips part from mine and I hear my own small whimper of disapproval.

      “Ash, I need to know that you forgive me.” His voice is low, but I hear the pleading in it.

      Our eyes connect and I stare into the deep blue depth. This is the man I have dreamt about being with since I can remember. Other relationships never worked out because I was comparing them to him.

      These past few years without him being a part of my life was hard, but after today I’m not sure if we can go back to just being friends. So basically, I have to decide if I want to forgive him and take a chance on where this will go, or walk away from him altogether and just figure out a way to work with him.

      “What do you want, Kayson?”

      “I want the woman who has been in my dreams to finally be mine. I don’t want to play games, Ash. I want all of you and I promise you will have all of me. I’m not going anywhere this time.”

      I took a chance with moving here to California. I took a chance in becoming a firefighter and both of those have worked out for me. This is the one thing I have wanted for so long, how can I not take a chance on this as well?

      That slow, sexy smile he gets starts to spread across his face, and before I know it, his lips are crushing mine once again. His hands have worked their way under my t-shirt and the moment his skin touches mine, I swear lightning shoots throughout my entire body. My skin hums under his touch as though it’s calling out for him to touch me everywhere.

      He pushes up my shirt and sports bra that I’m wearing, but only far enough for my breasts to be exposed. With my shirt’s position, my arms are bound over my head and I’m pinned to the engine, my body to do as he please with.

      His lips leave mine, but his eyes stay locked with mine as I watch him lower his head to one tight, pleading nipple. His eyebrow arches up, silently asking me if what he is about to do is all right.

      Arching my back, I beg him to take what he wants. His eyes still locked with mine, a sexy ass smile spreads across his lips right before his tongue slowly circles one very tight nipple.

      My head falls back against the engine and I have to lock my knees so that I don’t end up on the floor.

      He takes my breast fully into his mouth and I have to press my lips together to keep from calling his name out.

      Like cold water being dumped over my head, I realize where we are. I start frantically wiggling against him and trying to move away, but with my arms pinned I’m making much progress.

      His eyes meet mine full of question.

      “We are in the station, not the best location.” I direct my eyes to the upstairs reminding him we aren’t alone.

      Kayson doesn’t miss a beat, he pulls away from me, but not far, just enough to open the door to the cab of the engine, then he grabs me around the waist and lifts me up into the engine, quickly following behind me.

      “This is your solution?”

      “Sound doesn’t travel in here like it does out there.”

      He lightly pushes me and I find myself falling back onto one of the seats, Kayson kneels down in front of me.

      “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      His hands have already made their way under my shirt once again and he has pushed it up, cupping both of my breasts in his hands. My head falls back against the seat and just like that I don’t care where we are, as long as his hands are on me.

      “Eyes on me.” His voice is husky.

      My eyes land on his and he smiles. Using the strength in his legs only, he lifts himself up enough to capture one breast in his mouth.

      My fingers dig into his scalp, pushing his head down to me, begging for more of what he is doing with his tongue around my nipple.

      He continues to torture me with his mouth as his hands move to my shorts. I feel him beginning to pull them down over my hips. I slightly lift my hips to help him with the task he has at hand.

      Clothing out of the way and now around my ankles, I almost want to hide my face imagining what a sight he must be looking at. My shorts around my ankles, my shirt and bra pushed just above my breasts, everything in between fully exposed to him.

      His hands are back on my hips and I watch as he pulls them toward him in the seat, this causing my legs to spread for him.

      I watch his eyes take me in and his tongue swipe over his lips. He leans forward, his eyes back on mine and I can’t look away as I watch the lightest swipe of his tongue against my throbbing core.

      My body jumps, and my breath catches in my throat. Then he repeats the motion again, only this time his tongue makes tiny circles on the tight bud and I’m doing everything I can not to scream out.

      In this truck or not, if I let go of what I’m feeling, I’m waking up the whole station.

      That’s when something in the distance starts pounding in the back of my head, and before I know what’s happening, Kayson is pushing away from me and working on pulling my clothes back in order.

      My brain finally clears enough to realize the tones are going off in the station. Pushing away his hands, I start rearranging my own clothes and quickly follow him out of the engine before anyone comes down.

      I reach my gear just as the crew starts running down the stairs.

      My heart is pounding in my ears. I know my face is five shades of deep red and I’m just praying that everyone is not quite awake enough to realize what Kayson and I were doing down here.
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      Kayson

      

      These damn tones have really bad timing. I watch Ashlyn as I step into my turnouts and grab my gear. Her head is down and she is trying to step into her turnouts, but keeps fumbling with everything.

      Pulling my suspenders up over my shoulders, I grab my jacket and make my way over to her, placing a hand under her elbow to help her balance. She pulls away from my touch as though it burns and when her eyes meet mine, they are a white blue and look glassed over, as though she is holding back tears.

      Shoving her foot into her booted pant leg, she grabs the rest of her stuff and heads for the engine, ignoring me completely.

      I’m not sure what just happened, but it’s twisting me up inside to know that she is upset, again.

      I didn’t plan anything like what just happened tonight. I wasn’t looking to talk to her until the morning.

      I was lying in bed, listening to one of the guys, pretty sure it was Striker, shake the room with his snoring and wasn’t able to sleep. My brain just wouldn’t shut off.

      When I came down and saw her sitting on the side of the engine looking like every memory I have of her, I couldn’t turn and walk away. I didn’t intend for things to go as far as they did, but once I had her lips, I needed more and she wasn’t stopping me.

      Now we are back to the silent treatment and ignoring me. I thought we had moved past this and she had forgiven me. Her reaction just now is saying the complete opposite.

      I’m pretty sure none of the guys have any idea what we were doing down here, if they do they aren’t showing it.

      I pull myself up into the engine, sitting across from her. She already has a steady stare out the window.

      I nudge the toe of her boot slightly with mine, but she only pulls her foot back farther away from mine.

      With calls that we go out onto in the middle of the night, no one is very talkative. Most of us sway in our seats and try to stay awake, so I don’t think the others with us in the engine have noticed anything off about her.

      Rolling up to a restaurant fire, everyone seems to wake up a little as we each jump out of the engine. Cap starts with the orders and everyone works like robots. I make sure to keep myself close to Ashlyn, only because I know she isn’t herself right now. She isn’t showing it in outward signs. She is fighting just as hard as anyone else in the crew, but I see it in her stance, in the way she communicates. Everyone else may think she is fine, but I’ve known her longer and I know she isn’t all right.

      We don’t arrive back at the station until around six. Our shift ends at eight, so most of us realize going back to bed is useless and just jump into showers and get our stuff ready to head home. Maybe find a recliner and pass out for a short time, but we are all ready to have this shift over.

      Ashlyn went straight to her room when we got back and I haven’t seen her come out. So like everyone else, I grab a quick shower, pack up my stuff and hope that another call doesn’t come in before we are able to leave.

      Eight o’clock sharp and as the next shift comes in to relieve us, we start filtering out. I still haven’t seen Ashlyn. With everyone up and about, I don’t want to go and knock on her door to talk, I just wait.

      Throwing my gear into the back of my truck, I turn to see her coming out with her gear bag in hand.

      Walking over, I make a move to grab it from her. She pulls it back and walks past me.

      “Are we not talking again? I thought we cleared this all up last night?”

      She continues her walk toward a four-door SUV. I stand there and watch as she opens the back, throws her bag in and then shuts the back hatch. She just stands there for a moment, her back to me, her shoulders slumped over.

      “Hey, Ash…” I start to close the distance between the two of us, taking a couple steps in her direction.

      She quickly turns on me, “No,” and puts her hand out to stop me. Then she looks around to see if anyone else is out here.

      “Ash, we need to talk about this.”

      “I know, but right now I need to go home and get some rest. I don’t want to talk here, everyone is already too aware of us.”

      “Look, why don’t you go home, get some rest and then let me take you out tonight. We can go have dinner and talk. Tomorrow we are back on shift and I think it’s best if we clear all of this up before then.”

      Taking a deep breath, she nods, “All right, my number is still the same, do you still have it or did you delete it?”

      “Of course, I have it. I’ve already told you, it wasn’t like that. I’ll text you a little later with what time I’m going to pick you up.”

      “Maybe we should just meet somewhere.”

      I walk over to the driver’s side of her car and open the door and wait for her. “I’ll be picking you up.”

      Rounding the car, she stops before she sits down into the driver’s seat. “What’s changed now?”

      “Nothing has changed, Ash, I’m just no longer fighting it.” Leaning forward, I kiss her lightly on the lips and then pull back before I give into the need to grab her and throw her in my truck and just take her home with me.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Tonight, we’ll talk. Go get some rest, it was a little bit of a crazy day yesterday.”

      “No thanks to you,” she mumbles as she sits down into the seat.

      Starting her car, I shut the door for her and stand back a little as she backs out of the spot and pulls out of the station’s parking lot.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket as I head over to my truck, there is one phone call I have to make before anything else happens between Ashlyn and myself.

      Hitting the green circle, I open my truck door and step up into the driver’s seat while I wait for Jackson to answer the phone.

      “Hey, man, what’s up?” Jackson answers after the third ring.

      “Did I wake you?”

      “Nope, just leaving for the gym actually.”

      “This won’t take long, but I wanted to talk to you.”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      I’m not going to beat around the bush and have idle conversation while I work up the nerve to tell him what’s going on. I’m just going to come right out with it.

      “Remember when I told you about kissing your sister and how it wasn’t going to happen again?”

      There is silence on the other end of the line. Running my hand through my hair, I’m realizing I could lose my best friend over this.

      “Go on,” his voice finally comes over the line.

      “I lied. Before you say anything, let me explain. That night of her graduation when we kissed, something triggered in me and I’ll admit, for the first time I was seeing her for the woman she had become, not just your little sister. However, I knew I was leaving for California and there was no way to make anything between the two of us work. I’m not going to lie to you, man, I haven’t stopped thinking about her for the past few years. Then she ends up here yesterday and every time one of these guys looks at her, I want to punch them, then we kissed again. I can’t walk away from her this time and as soon as I convince her that she can trust that I’m not going anywhere, I don’t plan on letting her go, which I’m hoping I convince her of tonight when I take her out.”

      I wait for a moment and let the silence stretch between the line. “Jackson, you are my best friend, we have been through a ton together and I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize our friendship. You are like a brother to me, but I can’t ignore my feelings for your sister either and I’m hoping you understand.”

      A few more silent seconds pass and finally he responds. “I’m not sure what has taken you so long. I figured it out the first time I visited you. You have the picture of you and her up in your living room. Single guys don’t usually put pictures out of women they are going to have to explain to other women. Ashlyn is an adult and if she is willing to give you another shot then I’m good with it, I know she is in good hands. On the flip side, though, know if you hurt her, the best-friend-like-brothers card isn’t going to save you.”

      Laughing, I release the breath I just realized I was holding. “Fully understand, I would probably kick my own ass.”

      “So besides all the trouble I can only imagine you caused for her, how did she do out there?”

      “Let’s just put it this way, I wouldn’t want to be on her bad side, she is strong and keeping up with each of us just fine. She’s going to be a great firefighter.”

      “I know she talks tough and can keep up, but on a serious note, watch out of her, she’s still my little sister.”

      “Like I said yesterday, you don’t have to worry, I’m going to be right there and watching over her, but don’t be surprised when she calls and tells you how she had to save my ass one day.”

      “Probably, that does sound more likely. Hey, man, I’m going to go and get to the gym before I have to head to work. Good luck tonight, you are going to need it. She’s stubborn.”

      Stubborn doesn’t even begin to explain Ashlyn. “All right, man, talk to you soon.”
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      Ashlyn

      

      My intentions were to come home, take a long bath and then sleep most of the day, but a certain man is not only ruining my days at work, but my days off as well.

      Every time I close my eyes, I see him looking up at me as he was setting my body ablaze. Or the feel of him pressed tight against me as he has me pinned to the wall or even the engine, kissing me as though he’s afraid if he lets go of his tight hold, I may just disappear. Then there was that gentle kiss, just to say goodbye.

      I’m not mad at Kayson for what happened early this morning at the station. I’m more upset with myself because I keep forgetting everything around me when he is around. For a moment there I believed we could maybe have something between us, I melted into his words and his arms. I’m mad because as hard as I fought to make myself believe I was over him, yesterday, this morning, right now all proves how very wrong I was.

      It’s easy to believe you are over someone when you don’t see them, talk to them, never hear their name mentioned. When he jumped out of that engine yesterday morning, wearing turnout pants, and looking like a man that just worked to save the world, my heart flipped in my chest and every feeling I’ve ever had for the man slapped me right back in the face.

      If I was to give us a chance and for some unforeseen reason it didn’t work out, what then? We work together, he’s my brother’s best friend and I would never keep him from my family, they’re his family, too. This could all go very wrong.

      That’s why I’m upset. I hate that I want him…just not sure if I should have him.

      

      A text from Kayson dings on my phone around three.

      Kayson: Are you still obsessed with pizza?

      Me: Some things never change.

      Kayson: Great. I know the perfect place. I’ll pick you up around six. Need your address.

      After messaging him my address, I scroll through my contacts until I get to Hannah’s name. I know whose side she is on. I say his, but she tries to convince me that it’s mine, because she knows we are perfect for each other.

      One ring and she answers. “So, how did the first day end, since I already know how it started?”

      “With us making out in the engine in the early morning hours, almost getting caught because of a call.”

      “Wait…what?!”

      “You heard me, we made out in the engine.”

      “You mean after I talked to you last night, there was more?”

      “When I say made out, let’s put it this way, there isn’t a part of my body he isn’t familiar with.”

      Hannah’s screech has me moving the phone away from my ear. “I knew it. Are you guys like a thing now?”

      “No, but we are going out tonight for pizza. I’m still not sure this is a good idea.”

      “Why are you fighting this so hard?”

      Looking over at the coffee table where I have the same picture as I have on my phone screensaver, the one of the three of us from graduation, my heart flips in my chest.

      “Honestly, I’m afraid that if this doesn’t work out, I’ll lose him from my life altogether, maybe keeping it just friends, or me being the annoying little sister is a better idea. I’m not sure I’m willing to take the chance.”

      “Ash, you are never going to be looked at by Kayson as the annoying little sister anymore. The man has had the woman.”

      “Hannah…”

      “What? You’re the one who just told me about the make-out session, although I would say that was a little more than a make-out, but call it what you would like. I say go for it. I do have one question, though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “How good does that man look in the uniform?”

      “There are no words to describe it.”

      A man’s voice comes from the other end of the line and it stops me in my thoughts. It sounds very familiar. I hear Hannah’s voice, but she must have her hand covering the mic because she is muted and I can’t tell what she is saying. She hasn’t mentioned seeing anyone. Although now that I think about it, it kind of sounded like Jackson’s voice.

      “Hey, I have to go.”

      “Are you seeing someone?”

      “I’m at work, one of the waiters had a question.”

      Hannah is a manager at one of the restaurants back home while she finishes out her nursing school, so what she is saying makes sense.

      “All right, love you. Talk soon.”

      “Ash, before I go. You need to go for it. It’ll be worth it.”

      “Maybe. Bye.” I hang up my phone and stare at it for a moment.

      I know my best friend, something is off and that voice… I think I’m tired, and right now I need to get ready before Kayson shows up. Making a mental note to ask questions the next time I talk to her, I toss my phone onto the coffee table and head back to my room to get ready for my date.

      Holy crap, I have a date with Kayson!

      

      Six o’clock on the dot the doorbell sounds throughout my little house.

      Each step I take toward the door, the butterflies intensify in my stomach. I have no idea why I’m so nervous, it’s Kayson, not some guy I haven’t known my entire life.

      Wiping my nervous hands on my pant legs, I open the door and am slammed with a sight that will forever be imbedded into my head.

      Kayson is standing there in dark blue jeans and a black button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled up over his elbows. The black shirt and his dark hair surrounding those blue eyes have them brighter than I have ever seen them and right now they are looking at me like they did early this morning.

      He holds out a gift bag to me. “I know you hate flowers, so I went a different route.”

      Taking the bag, I look inside and find three packs of Rolos, my favorite, and a bag cheddar & sour cream chips.

      “You remembered.”

      “I told you, I’ve never forgotten.”

      Holding out his hand to me, I set the bag down on a table I have against the wall of the hallway and then take his offered hand.

      “Come on, I’m starving.”

      

      The pizza place he picked is perfect. It’s not all quiet and fancy, where you have to whisper if you don’t want the whole restaurant to hear your conversation. It’s very laid back and casual, more my style.

      Kayson orders my favorite pizza. Pepperoni, Canadian bacon and bacon. I’ve never been big on vegetables. He also keeps the conversation between the two of us very light, asking about the fire academy, schooling and how I’ve liked living in California.

      “So, are you going to tell me what made you decide to be a firefighter?”

      Shrugging, I answer, “I like to help people.”

      “So you just woke up one morning and said, I want to be a firefighter? You could have been a nurse…”

      “What are you saying? Being a woman, a nurse would have been a better suited job?”

      “That’s not what I’m saying at all. I’m not like that and you know it. You were handling yourself just fine yesterday. You just never mentioned that’s what you were looking at doing.”

      “Kayson, you guys were gone for almost two years before you came home on my graduation day, and then left two days later. We didn’t have much time to talk about my future, you were leaving to continue yours. It’s not like we talked much after you left for you to know either.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry and I’ll keep saying I’m sorry until you believe that my intentions weren’t to hurt you, Ash.”

      Taking a deep breath, I sit back into the booth and stare at him for a moment. He is holding with one hand the glass with his beer and swirling it around. His eyes bounce between mine and the liquid twirling around.

      “I’m the one who is sorry, Kayson. We have already hounded out this conversation a couple of times in the last day, I don’t need to keep bringing it up. It’s been a few years and both of us have grown since then, it needs to be left back then.”

      “So you are saying you forgive me?” His eyes look up from is glass and there is that smile again.

      “Kayson, I haven’t been holding a grudge, I moved past all of that back then. I was hurt, I’m not going to lie, you have been a large part of my life and one kiss changed all of that. Yesterday you were the one who stormed out of that engine with smoke coming out of your ears.”

      He leans over the table and takes my hand in his, “Ash, let me explain something to you. Three years ago, I kissed this girl.” He points at me with his other hand as though I need confirming that girl was me. “That one kiss spun my head. When you opened your bedroom door and threw yourself into my arms earlier that day, something kicked in my gut, but I pushed it aside. The moment I claimed those lips, I wanted to grab you and not let go. Like I explained, I felt you needed to start your life, and mine was moving me here to California. In my head there was no way to make that work. Then yesterday morning, the girl that has been in my dreams every night since that kiss is standing with another man, in my station.”

      “You make it sound like I brought a man to work.”

      Kayson shrugs, “I had no idea what was going on, but thinking you were with someone else and not me sent me over the top. That’s when I realized, three years ago, I made a huge mistake. I wasn’t mad at you, I was furious with myself.”

      “I had only met Neil a couple of minutes before.”

      “I know that now, but when he stepped between us to protect you from me, I almost laid the guy out. Protecting you has always been mine and Jackson’s job, I never thought there would be a day someone would think you needed to be protected from me. That just pissed me off more. Plus, it doesn’t help the guy is interested in you.”

      Kayson’s hand is tightening around mine. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s like he is making sure I don’t pull away from him.
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      Kayson

      

      I decided today while I sat around and waited for the time to leave that I wasn’t holding anything back from Ashlyn. Any question she asked I was going to answer honestly. I want her to know this isn’t something I just decided I want. This is something I am going to fight for.

      “Nothing is going on with me and Neil,” she confirms.

      “I know, but between the shock of seeing you standing in the station and all day long him being right there, I just lost it a little.”

      “A little?” She gives me a questioning look.

      “All right, not my proudest moment. I’m sorry.”

      She laughs, “Maybe we should start fresh, put everything behind us and just start all over.”

      “What do you mean by start over?”

      “I don’t know. What do you want?”

      There aren’t any words that can describe to her what I want. Releasing her hand, I reach to my back pocket and pull out my wallet. The check hasn’t been brought to our table yet, but I throw down enough money to cover the food and extra for the waitress.

      Ashlyn is watching me with questions in her eyes. Standing up, I reach for her hand. She places her hand in mine and I pull her up from her seat.

      “What are we doing?”

      “It’s time to leave.”

      I lead her out of the restaurant, informing the waitress as we pass her that I have left payment on the table.

      We cross the parking lot to my truck, when we reach the passenger side, I place my free hand on her waist and push her up against my truck.

      Her eyes round with shock. Taking her hand that I’m holding, I place it on my chest right above my heart.

      “Do you want to know what I want, Ashlyn?”

      Her eyes are bouncing between mine, my lips and where her hand is at on my chest. “Yes, Kayson, I want to know what you want.”

      “I want you to understand, that pounding you feel under your hand, that’s the way my heart beats every time I’m around you. I want you to know, it’s yours and has been yours. I don’t want to start over, I want to start where we left off, three years ago that night that I first kissed you and early this morning. I want you.”

      Before she can say anything in return, I bring my hand up over her neck, burying my fingers into the hair behind her ear and claim her lips. I feel her hand fist my shirt as her other one comes up over my shoulder and she pulls me tight to her.

      My lips trail from her mouth to her neck.

      “Kayson, we are in a very public parking lot.”

      I bring my eyes up to hers, pressing my forehead to hers as we both catch our breath. She’s right, this isn’t the place.

      Once I’ve caught my breath, I grab the passenger door handle and open the door, stepping back as I open it to allow her to get in.

      She smiles shyly as she looks around and then hops up into her seat. Shutting the door, I round the front and she has reached across and opened my door for me by the time I reach for it.

      Nothing is said between us as I drive us back to her house. Parking alongside the curb, I throw the truck in park and turn off the ignition.

      I look over at her, but her eyes are looking out the passenger window toward her house.

      I unbuckle my seatbelt then reach over and unbuckle hers. This brings her attention to me. I’m about to ask her what’s going through her mind when she surprises the hell out of me by turning her body to me, reaching across, grabbing the front of my shirt and pulling me to her. Our lips crash together, the center console of my truck keeping me from pulling her into my lap.

      Pulling away, I ask, “Can I come in?”

      She doesn’t even think about it, she just nods her head. Pushing my door open, I jump down, shutting the door as I quickly make my way to the passenger side. Opening the door, she instantly leans over, wraps her arms around my neck and pulls my lips back to hers, then wraps her legs around my waist.

      With one hand I support her weight under her legs and butt, the other I reach around and shut the door, and begin the walk, carrying her up to her door.

      She starts laughing against my mouth.

      When we reach the door, she drops her legs and slides down my body. Grabbing her keys out of her purse, she opens the door and I follow her into the hallway. Making sure to shut the door behind me, I realize there is no reason to hold back now. I’ve been wanting her since I tasted her earlier, tonight I’m going to have all of her.

      She begins to walk down the little entryway, but I grab her hand and bring her to me, wrapping my arms around her and claiming her lips. My tongue instantly finds hers. Her chest vibrates against mine as a small moan escapes. That little moan alone could drop me to my knees and have me begging for her.

      I need to slow us down just a little. Ending the kiss, she whimpers a little when I take a step back.

      “Ashlyn, you’re mine.”

      “I’ve always been yours, Kayson.”

      Picking her up, I ask, “Where’s your room?”

      She points straight down a small hallway and I make very short time getting us to it.

      Walking straight over to the bed, I set her down onto her feet. As much as I would love to take it slow, worship each part of her body and show her what she does to me, I can’t wait any longer to have her body, naked, wrapped around mine.
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      Ashlyn

      

      My feet touch the ground and I have to fight the need to wrap myself around his body and crawl back up into his arms.

      His eyes are staring straight into mine. They look like a white-blue flame and the intensity in them has me burning up inside.

      Kicking off my shoes, I raise my arms above my head and wait. There’s that cocky grin he gets that sets my core on fire.

      Kayson takes one very small step toward me to fill in the space between us, his hands go to the hem of my shirt and slowly raises it over my stomach, chest, his fingers lightly brushing against my skin as he moves it up my body. Pulling it up and over my arms, he lets it drop to the floor. His fingers make a trail as they come back down, his lips now on my neck, kissing his way over to my shoulder where I feel his teeth bite down lightly.

      Bringing my arms down, I find the buttons of the front of his shirt and quickly make work of them, then slide his shirt down over his arms and let it fall to the floor next to my discarded shirt. I allow myself a little time to appreciate the muscles along his arms as they flex under my touch. I can’t wait to have them wrapped around me and feel all that strength holding me.

      I make my way over his shoulders, down his chest, feel the definition of muscle over his stomach and stop at the top of his jeans. I make short work of his belt, button and zipper on his jeans, feeling his hardness as my fingers unzip his pants.

      This morning he was all in control and took what he wanted, now it’s my turn. Grabbing each side of the waist of this jeans along with the waistband of his boxer briefs, I push them down his legs, dropping to my knees in front of him as I go.

      Wrapping a hand around the base of his hardness, I hear a sharp intake of breath from Kayson. Looking up, his eyes are closed and his hand is on the mattress of the bed, I believe helping him from losing his balance.

      “I want your eyes.” I repeat the same thing he told me in the engine.

      His eyes open and I watch as they turn a bright blue color as I lean forward and slowly take him into my mouth. My name falls from his lips, his hand is now on the top of my head holding me to him.

      I slowly pull back, sucking hard and allowing my tongue to cradle the under side of is hardness as I go. Then just as slowly I bring his full length back into my mouth, repeating it a couple of times, a little faster each time.

      Kayson reaches down, grabbing me by the upper arms and bringing me back up to my feet. His hand reaches around my back, quickly unclasping my bra and it joins the clothes already making a pile on the floor. I watch as he quickly steps out of his shoes and removes his pants completely.

      I take a moment to enjoy the full view of this man. Watch as each muscle flexes. The rest of my clothing is removed quickly and when I want nothing more than to wrap myself around his very inviting strength, he turns me toward the bed, and pushes me over so that my chest and stomach are flat on the mattress, my backside to him.

      He leans over me and whispers in my ear, “I need to be inside of you.”

      I nod and I feel one foot sliding mine apart. I gasp a little when I feel him starting to enter me from behind. I press myself back against him, begging him for more. His hands are on my hips, mine are fisted in the comforter of my bed.

      He pulls out slowly and then thrusts his hips to mine, pushing himself even deeper into me. My back arches, begging for more and he repeats his movement. Each time a little faster and a little deeper.

      His name escapes my lips, but is muffled by the comforter I’m pressed into. Just as I think I’m about to fall apart, he pulls out.

      I’m about to protest, when he stands me back up and turns me around. He picks me up, my legs wrapping around his waist, him guiding himself back into my very wet heat. He sits down on the edge of the bed and his hands go to my hips once again. Slowly he pushes me back and then pulls me back to him. My head falls back at this new position, as he is hitting the very sensitive bud that has been begging for some attention. My back arches, pushing my breasts at him.

      When his mouth sucks my breast fully into it, my head flies up and our eyes lock. His teeth nip at the very tight nipple. Between that and the rhythm we have moving between us, and the look in his eyes as he holds mine, daring me to look away, I can’t hold onto my release any longer.

      His hands guide me one last time hard onto him, he sucks hard onto my breast and I’m gone. My arms wrap tightly around his shoulders as I hold on as the world around me rocks. I can feel with each pulse of my release my body bringing him deeper and deeper into me and that just makes my release that much stronger.

      I hear my name against my chest as his arms wrap tightly around me and his body goes stiff as he finds his release as well.

      I’m completely wrapped around Kayson and we sit here for a moment as we both try to catch our breath.

      After a moment, I start to slide back to untangle ourselves from each other. His hands are on my hips, keeping me from falling to the ground.

      Once I’ve moved myself to the bed, I pull back the covers and slide myself against the welcoming cool sheets.

      Kayson stretches himself out along side of me, wrapping his arms around me as he goes and pulls me tight to him. Part of me wants to protest because the cool sheets feel amazing against my heated skin, but then being wrapped up in Kayson’s strength and being held by him, hot or not, is a more amazing feeling.

      His hands begin to wander over my hips and backside. “I don’t think I’ve had enough of you yet.”

      Stretching my neck back I go to respond, but he takes my lips before I can say anything. He moves us until I’m under him.

      He kisses a trail down my neck where he nestles for a moment, his hand has come up and cupped one of my breasts, his finger and thumb doing something wickedly amazing to my very tight nipple.

      Arching my back, I beg him silently for more.

      Reaching down, I wrap my hand around his hardness and guide him to my already throbbing core.

      “So greedy.” He looks up at me with a smile before he takes a breast into his mouth and sucks hard.

      His name fills the room as I beg him for more.

      His body over mine, he adjusts his hips and I guide him to where my body is begging the most for him. He sinks down deep into me and I sigh with content.

      His lips move back to mine as his hips begin to find their rhythm. Slow at first, but I wrap my legs up around his waist and thrust into him each time he thrusts his hips into mine, driving him deeper and deeper each time.

      His forehead is pressed to mine and our eyes are locked as together, for the second time tonight, we find our release.

      My legs fall from around his waist, but he doesn’t move from his position on top of me. He just stares down into my eyes. I think he is about to say something but instead he slowly rolls to his side, pulling me tight to him as he does.

      I’m burning up and his body isn’t helping to cool down the heat but it feels amazing to have him wrapped around me and holding me. So amazing that my eyes fight to stay open. A fight I lose very quickly. I feel his lips against my forehead as he kisses me, and that is the last thing I remember before my body completely relaxes against his and I fall asleep.
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      Kayson

      

      I hold Ashlyn as her breathing evens out and within moments she is fast asleep. My body hums for more of her, but I can guarantee that she didn’t sleep at all when she got home today. I’m content to just lie her with her wrapped up tight against me and allow her to sleep. We have another shift in the morning and she has had a busy couple of days.

      Kissing her on the forehead, I wonder why I denied myself this woman. If I would have manned up even after I left and just called her. No, this was supposed to happen now and now is perfect.

      Kissing her forehead, my arms tighten a little more around her. “I love you, Ashlyn.”

      I give in to my exhaustion as well and fall asleep.

      

      I hear the vibration and faint sound of my alarm on my phone going off somewhere in the room. Ashlyn hasn’t moved from the position she fell asleep in, which just confirms how tired she was. We both have a shift today and as much as I would like to lie here all day long and have a couple repeats of last night, I still need to stop by my apartment and grab my stuff before heading over to the station.

      My phone gets louder and Ashlyn starts to move. “What’s that sound?”

      “My alarm going off, we both have to work today.”

      She stretches next to me, her sleepy eyes looking up at me from where she is lying across my chest. “I would ask if last night really happened, but since I’m lying on top of you naked, I think that answers the question.”

      Her head is bent back as she looks up at me with a sleepy smile. Bending my head forward, I gently kiss her. “Any regrets?”

      “No.”

      “What’s going through that mind, Ash?”

      She flips herself over and rests her arms on my chest, her chin on her arms. “What is going to happen at work now?”

      “We are going to do our jobs and in between that, I may throw you into the engine and have my way with you, or maybe sneak into your room at night.”

      She pulls the hair on my chest, “Kayson, I’m being serious.”

      “Ouch…and you think I’m not?”

      “I don’t want this to be what everyone talks about all of the time.”

      “Ashlyn, it’s not like we are going to be hanging all over each other all day. Will they talk? At first, yes, probably, but then it will become old news. Now if Neil doesn’t stop hitting on you, we may have a problem.”

      “Neil’s a nice guy.”

      “That may be, but he wants what is mine and that’s not going to go well.”

      “All right, caveman, stop pounding on your chest.”

      My alarm is still going off and just getting louder. My phone is in my pants somewhere on the floor.

      “I would like to lie here and continue this conversation, but that annoying beeping sound that is getting louder is just a reminder that we both need to get moving. I have to run by my apartment and grab a quick shower and my stuff.”

      Ashlyn pulls herself up with her arms and kisses me. “You could take a shower here.”

      “I could, but then neither of us will make it to work on time and that would definitely get the crew talking.”

      “Good point. Go home and take a shower.” She rolls over, allowing me to get up.

      She lies there, watching me as I dress.

      After I slide my shoes on, I lean over the bed and give her one more kiss. “I’ll see you at work.”

      “Let’s see who gets there first.”

      “Well, if you don’t get your lazy behind out of bed, it will be me.”

      She sits up, “All right, I’m up. Now get out of here so I can get ready.”

      With one more quick kiss, I say, “Bye.”

      

      I’m pulling into the back lot of the station with only five minutes before shift starts. The guy I’m relieving is sitting in his car waiting on me to pull in.

      “Sorry, little distracted this morning,” I apologize as I step down out of my truck.

      “No problem, I’ve been sitting here willing the tones to not go off.”

      “Busy night last night?”

      Shrugging, “Define busy, for this place nothing out of the norm.”

      Grabbing my bag out of the back seat, I notice Ashlyn is already here.

      “Well luck it be, you are free to go.” I shut the door to my truck and make my way to the back door of the garage.

      Walking inside, I head straight for my locker to drop off gear and of course, there are Ashlyn and Neil talking.

      Walking past her I stop behind Neil, raising my eyebrow at her with a head nod toward Neil.

      She gives me a slight shake of her head and that look that says I better not make a scene.

      Neil notices our silent conversation and turns to me, “Hey, man.”

      Over his shoulder I see Ashlyn giving me that look that tells me I better not say anything to embarrass her. Who, me?

      It’s hard for me not to just take Ashlyn by the arm, pull her into me and kiss her right here in front of Neil, but Ashlyn would kick my ass if I pulled such a move.

      “I need to speak to Ashlyn for a minute if you are good with that. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” I’m lying, I completely meant to stop their conversation.

      “Oh, sure.” He turns to Ashlyn, “I’ll chat with you later.” Then leaves the two of us alone.

      Ashlyn is glaring at me. “Really?”

      “What? I thought I behaved pretty well.”

      Her hands are on her hips and she is just glaring at me. I’m not a jealous type of guy, but something about Neil pushes at me every time and I don’t know why. I know she isn’t interested in him.

      Grabbing her hand, I lead her to a little hall away from eyes. Turning, I grab her by the waist, pull her tight against me and claim her lips.

      She sinks into my embrace and grabs the front of my shirt, holding me to her. I didn’t get enough of her last night, this is going to be a very long twenty-four hours.

      Perfect timing as always, the tones. Both of our arms fall to our sides.

      “I swear they know.” I kiss her quickly on the forehead.

      “Probably for the best.” She turns and leads the way out to get geared up.
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      Ashlyn

      

      If I thought my first day was insane, today beats it hands down. The only thing I’m extremely thankful for is that unlike the first day, today I’m not trying to dodge a bad mood Kayson as well.

      It’s three o’clock and we are just pulling into the station from what I believe has been our fifth or sixth call. Small stuff but exhausting all the same. I’m getting the real feel for the job today.

      Opening the door to the cab, I go to step out and there is no way I’m hearing it correctly. I swear I’ve heard the tones so much today, they must be just going off in my head.

      Nope, it’s not my imagination. Holly crap, again?

      Plopping myself back into the seat, I look over and Kayson is actually smiling at me. No, he is laughing at me.

      “Welcome to Station 26.”

      Rolling my eyes at him, I lay my head back and watch as the city once again passes by the window.

      Pulling up on scene at a hotel, we jump out to see a man hanging from his foot that is stuck in the bars of the room’s balcony, hanging upside down.

      The captain signals our ladder truck to position itself, a police officer joins us.

      “Why hasn’t anyone tried pulling him up from the room balcony?” Cap asks the police officer.

      “That guy hanging wasn’t supposed to be in the room. Boyfriend showed up and is refusing to help him or open the door so that someone can. They tried from the room below, but the way his foot is stuck they were afraid he would fall.”

      “The man was going to jump from the fifth floor?” I asked.

      “You haven’t seen the size of the boyfriend, jumping probably seemed the better option. Hotel security is opening the door for our police officers now, it shouldn’t be long.”

      “Striker, Murphy, you two are up.” The captain orders us to be ready to climb up and unhook the man.

      Striker and I busy ourselves with getting ready to make the climb, arial ladders were my favorite part in training.

      I step up to start the climb when someone grabs my arm, stopping me.

      “I’m going instead of Murphy.” Kayson’s voice is next to me.

      “What the…?” I look over at him wide-eyed and pissed.

      “I believe I told Striker and Murphy they were going,” the captain repeats himself.

      “What if the guy starts fighting them? It’s safer if I go, more experience.”

      “Everyone on the crew has to be able to handle the job, Shaw. My orders stand.”

      Kayson looks at me and I’m pretty sure he can feel my pissed off stare that I am giving him down to his soul. What the hell does he think he is doing?

      “Back off,” I warn him in a low voice.

      Kayson takes a couple of steps back, and I proceed to follow Striker up the ladder.

      It takes Striker and myself all of maybe ten minutes to get the man down safely and unharmed, well, besides the broken ankle the man has from stopping his fall.

      Stepping off the ladder, Kayson walks straight up to me. I stop him with a hand out in front of me before he can close the space between us.

      “Stop.”

      “Look, I’m sorry.”

      “Now isn’t the time, Kayson.”

      I have nothing to say to him right now. I don’t want to even look at him.

      We clean up, ready the truck and engine to leave and once again we are on our way back to the station, all of us hoping it quiets down for the evening.

      Once the engine stops in the garage, I quickly jump out of the engine, drop my stuff off at the locker and head up to my room. I don’t want to talk to anyone, least of all Kayson.

      Shutting the door, it’s immediately reopened. Turning, I find Kayson shutting it behind him.

      “You are the last person I want to talk to right now, Kayson.”

      “Tough, we are going to talk. You’re pissed, I get that.”

      “Pissed, really?”

      Fine, he wants to talk, let’s talk, then he can get the hell out of this room.

      “Actually, no, I’m going to do the talking. Don’t you ever do that to me again. What in the hell were you thinking? I thought you were different, I thought you supported me, I thought you believed in me and my ability to do this job. It took all of two seconds for you to show me how very wrong I was.”

      “Ashlyn, I’m sorry. I realized how wrong I was once I said it. It’s a natural need to want to protect you.”

      “You act like it’s something you have always had to do. Damn, Kayson, you and Jackson were gone all four years I was in high school and then I’ve managed to take care of myself the past three years alone here in California all while becoming a firefighter just like you. Passing all the same tests, probably working out and training harder because I need to keep up. I don’t need you protecting me, I’ve been doing a damn good job of it I think for a while. I’m not the little girl that you two had to teach to ride a bike, or to swim any longer. I’m a woman, yes, but I’m a firefighter just like every man on this crew. You can’t push me out of the way every time you think it may be too dangerous for me. I have to run into that burning building right beside you.”

      He is standing there, hands on his hips, his head hanging down. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m telling you what I did was wrong. I guess this having you climbing ladders and running into burning buildings is going to take a little longer for me to get used to and not have my instincts kick in to pull you back. I have no idea what else to say to you that will convince you of how sorry I am, how wrong I know I was.”

      I see the regret in his stance, but right now I just need to have a little space. “I believe that you’re sorry, but right now I need you to leave. I just need some time to cool down.”

      For a moment I think he is going to stay, but then he turns and opens the door, shutting it behind him as he steps out of the room.

      This room is small and I need some fresh air. We have some chairs set up outside and it sounds like the perfect place to go sit and think.

      I get through the station without anyone really paying much attention to me. Walking outside, I take a deep breath and flop down in one of the chairs. Throwing my head back and closing my eyes, I relax a little more into the chair.

      “You know the birds love to hang out over that ledge you are under. For your safety from any falling bird shit, you may want to change what seat you are sitting in, there have been many casualties in that chair.”

      Opening my eyes and not being able to help the smile from spreading across my face, I see Jeff standing over me.

      “Thanks for the warning.” Looking up above me, he wasn’t kidding, there are two birds sitting there, I swear looking down and just timing their drop. I stand quickly and switch to the next chair.

      Jeff sits down in the chair next to me and relaxes back. So much for a little time alone to think.

      “Crazy day today.”

      I nod. “They weren’t kidding when they said this place is insanely busy. They warned me at the academy when they found out what station I was going to, but I like it, makes the day move a little faster.”

      “That it does.”

      Silence stretches between us for a minute, but then Jeff sits forward in his chair, resting his arms on his legs. “Look, Ashlyn, I’m just going to say what I followed you out here to say, besides warning you about the birds.”

      “Which I appreciate.”

      “Kayson and I started here at the station on the same day. We became friends pretty quickly. Everything since that day, I can remember he has always been the most protective one of the guys on the crew.”

      I give Jeff my best “really” stare.

      He throws up his hands in a surrender motion. “I’m not making excuses for him for what he did today, that was completely wrong and he knows it. You know, the moment I walked over the other morning and saw you standing there, I knew exactly who you were. Kayson has a picture of you and him together at his place.”

      That bit of information shocks me.

      “Every once in a while, your name would pop up in conversation, but after seeing his reaction to you being here the other day what I always thought was confirmed. The man is in love with you.”

      “It’s from knowing me most of my life, it’s a sister kind of love.”

      Jeff is shaking his head, “No, it’s not and you know it. You don’t have to hide anything about the two of you from me. Guys don’t talk about a woman who he looks at as a little sister the way he did about you.”

      I want to ask him what Kayson said, but I just let Jeff continue with his story.

      “Look, all I’m saying is yes, what he did today was wrong, but go easy on him. It’s hard to watch the ones you care about walk into something that can be dangerous and just stand there, when every bone in your body is screaming at you to stop it from happening. It doesn’t mean he thinks you can’t do the job, it means he can’t live with himself if something were to happen to you and he knew he could have stopped it from happening.”

      “I’m a firefighter, Jeff, just like you, just like Kayson. I may get hurt, or worse, it wouldn’t be anyone’s fault, it’s a reality we have to face being in this profession. He can’t charge in every time.”

      “And he won’t. He may slip every now and then, but he will learn to stand back. Just be patient with him. For a man, it’s never easy to see the woman he loves walking into danger.”

      “I understand your point and I’m not really upset anymore. I just needed a little time and some fresh air.”

      Jeff stands up, but before he leaves he adds, “You did a great job today and handled yourself well with the situation.”

      I smile up at him. “Thank you.”
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      Kayson

      

      Shutting the door behind me, I decide the best thing for me to do right now is to give Ashlyn a little space. I could have groveled a little more, waited until she forgave me, but in all honesty she is right to be pissed at me. It was wrong for me to do what I did. I don’t even know why I did it.

      Walking down the short hall, I see the captain waiting for me. I put my hands up in a defensive position. “I know, trust me, I know.”

      “Kayson, what is going on? You can’t keep having days like this.”

      “Not going to lie, this is going to be a lot harder than I thought.”

      “So do I need to have her transferred?”

      “No, not at all. Plus, if I thought that would solve the problem I would have you move me to another station, not her. She hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “Moving her to another station isn’t saying she has done something wrong, just means this station wasn’t a good fit.”

      “Same thing, Cap. Look, after I said it, I realized how wrong I was today. I have apologized to her, I was on my way to talk to you and apologize to you for questioning your orders. I was completely out of line today and I can promise it won’t happen again.”

      “Kayson, trust me, I know what it’s like to want to protect family, but I’ve been watching the two of you and I know I have already asked this once the other day, but I feel I need to ask it again. Is there something more going on between you and Ashlyn?”

      I could deny it. But there are no policies against it, so why would I lie about it? “All I can say is yes, our relationship has moved away from the friends only area, but I promise you, and I know today is not proving my point well, however, it will not interfere with our jobs.”

      “Maybe we should switch one of your shifts. Stay at the station, just move it around a little.”

      “I know I don’t have the right to request this at this time, but I am going to anyway. I ask that you leave everything as is and allow me to prove that it can work out.”

      If he has either one of us change stations or shifts, any hopes of me having any kind of relationship with Ashlyn will go out the door with which ever one of us leaves. Ashlyn will blame me.

      Cap takes a moment to think about it. I can see him arguing with himself in his head. “All right, I will wait. Anything else, Shaw, and someone is moving.”

      “I understand, and thank you.”

      “You’re a great firefighter, Shaw, I don’t want to lose you from this team.” With that he turns and walks away.

      

      Walking down into the bay, I round to the front of the engine and sit down on the bumper. The doors to the garage are open and I just watch as the cars pass by the station.

      Last night when I had Ashlyn in my arms it had finally felt like everything was right. I wasn’t missing a thing. Funny how that ponytail-wearing little girl that would follow us everywhere would become the woman I couldn’t live without.

      “Mind if I join you?” Her voice is low.

      Looking to my left, Ashlyn is standing there leaning against the corner of the engine. I pat the spot on the bumper next to me.

      I wait for her to speak. She came looking for me, so she must have something to say.

      We are both looking straight ahead, just watching the city as it passes by.

      “It’s crazy to sit here and watch the city drive by. I think of all the people who pass by and I wonder who will be the next one to try something crazy to set those tones off.”

      “You mean like try and jump off a fifth-floor balcony, but get their foot caught in the railing and end up hanging upside down?”

      She laughs, a sound that strikes me right in the chest. “That man was so desperate to get out of that room, he was willing to jump. I bet he thinks twice before messing around with a woman who is already in a relationship. We never got to see the boyfriend, I would have loved to see what scared him so bad. Are we morbid for finding the humor in these calls?”

      “Nope, if you don’t find the humor, the ones that knock you off your feet will destroy you.”

      She turns her body toward me. “Kayson, I know in the world of relationships, man protects woman. I know in the line of work I choose to do, it’s prominently a man’s profession and this job is to protect. Everything around us is screaming for us to protect. I’m a firefighter, and I know what can happen to me in this line of work, but I love it. I love helping those who do insane things like jump off a balcony when they can’t fly. I love watching as people are saved from burning buildings because there was someone who was brave enough to run in after them. I love soothing that child while their parents are receiving care. I need you to know, outside of this station, you are my protection. I feel safe in your arms. And while I’m here, I know you have my back, another security I thrive in and it helps me tackle the scary part of this profession, but you have to allow me to do this job, like you would anyone else on this crew.”

      I look from her back to the stream of passing cars. “The other day when it finally clicked in that you were wearing the uniform, it actually didn’t surprise me. That you were standing in my station, here in California, that surprised me, but being a firefighter, no. You have always helped those around you. Remember that one time that kid fell on his bike in front of your house, you had no idea who he was, I don’t remember what you were doing but you ran right over to him. Your instincts have always been to help.”

      “That boy tried to kiss me after that and I punched him. I was in junior high, I remember that day. You and Jackson were out working on his car, I was just watching from the porch. I already had a huge crush on you. I didn’t want you seeing anyone trying to kiss me, just in case you liked me.”

      Now that she mentioned it, I do remember her punching the kid. “You’ve had a crush on me that long?” I ask in disbelief.

      “I’m pretty sure I started crushing on you the moment I realized boys didn’t have cooties.”

      Grabbing her hand in mine, I kiss the top of it. “Ash, I can’t promise the protective side isn’t going to come out of me when I see danger around you, but I will try hard to not move you out of the way, but make sure to have your back so that you don’t get hurt. Again, I’m sorry about today. You are a great firefighter and I know you can handle yourself just as good if not better than anyone else on this crew.”

      “I’m sorry that I got so mad…”

      “Stop there. You had every right to be pissed, don’t apologize.”

      “You know, I spoke to Jeff a little earlier and he told me you have a picture of you and me at your place.”

      “I do. I’ve told you many times, I wasn’t trying to forget you.”

      She pulls out her phone and shows me the picture of the three of us on her screen.

      “Yes, but mine is just of the two of us,” I state.

      “Yes, and mine you are just lucky it doesn’t have a mustache drawn across you face.” She laughs.

      Cupping my hand around her neck, I bring her in close to me. “I’m going to kiss you now and I really don’t care who sees us.”

      “They are going to find out at some point.” She closes the space between us and takes my lips with hers.

      Shouts and clapping echo all around the garage as the crew above us cheers us on. Ashlyn pulls away laughing.

      “Does this mean I’m forgiven?” I ask.

      She leans over and kisses me again. I’m going to take that as a yes.
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      Ashlyn

      

      I wait, because I know they won’t disappoint. Over the clapping and hoots and hollers, there is the sound that can change our mood in a second. The tones, and there they are, right on time.

      Over the speaker throughout the station we hear announced a large apartment complex fire, people trapped. Everyone starts making their way to their gear, kicking out of station boots, only to step back into work books and turnouts.

      The engine and ladder truck pull out of the station, sirens blaring telling people to move. I can’t put my finger on why but something feels different about this call. We have been to fires, we have had to pull someone out of a house on fire, but something runs a chill up my spine when I know people are trapped, but have no idea how many. An apartment complex is huge.

      There’s a hush throughout the cab amongst the crew, the only sounds are the sirens and the radio, updating as we make our way through the city.

      Pulling up, the sun it just setting, but the blaze from the building is casting an eerie red glow throughout the sky through all of the smoke. Engines, ladder trucks, tillers, every type of fire vehicle has surrounded the building.

      Flames are filling the space behind some of the windows, some have broken through and are licking the sky above. Water is being dumped onto this building from every angle. Paramedics are parked everywhere, some already working on those who have come out of the building, others waiting just in case.

      One of the city’s chiefs walks over to our crew, or more so our captain. “We have two crews inside and trying to locate tenants that aren’t accounted for as of yet. We have a crew on the roof. I need your ladder up on the west side of the building, and a crew inside to help with rescue.”

      Our captain nods and turns to us, “Garcia, Seth and Neil, take the truck to the west side and start setting it up. Shaw, Cowboy and Murphy, suit up, you three are coming with me inside. Scott, you are on controls on the engine. Striker and Carter, you are on the hose down here.”

      Everyone begins to move in the directions we have been told to take.

      Radios have been checked along with the air levels in our tanks. The four of us are ready to enter the building and start our search for anyone who may still be inside.

      The chief meets us just before we enter. “They have already cleared up to four. I need you guys to assist on the fifth floor. We have a number of apartments that have people still in them.”

      The captain leads the way as we enter the building and make our way to the stairwell. The smoke is thick and visibility is very limited. I have Cowboy in front of me and Kayson behind me.

      I know we trained for this. They throw us into a burning building and basically test our ability to find our way around and out. Put us into scenarios that prepare us so that we don’t panic. Nothing could prepare us fully for this.

      Once we have climbed the five floors of stairs, we enter through the door and make our way over to the crew going door to door.

      They direct us over to the east wing of the floor. There is nothing to do but to start pounding on each door.

      So far every apartment has been empty. Over the radio comes information that they have spotted an older lady, east side, waving for help from her window. We locate the apartment and try the door. It’s locked. More information comes through. The lady is wheelchair-bound, lives with her daughter who was gone to the store and drove up to find the building on fire.

      Cowboy takes a step back, turns around and back kicks twice before the door gives way. We all four enter and find the woman in her room, in her chair. The captain walks over, picks the woman up out of her chair and hoists her over his shoulder.

      “Let’s go,” he orders us.

      We backtrack the same way we came and just as we get to the stairwell, information comes over the radio again.

      “Station 26, we have a sister trying to enter the building, says her twelve-year-old brother is in apartment twenty-three. She brought the dog out for a walk before the fire started, has not been able to locate him. Make one more sweep of the apartment.”

      “Cowboy, you are with me, Murphy and Shaw, go check out the apartment,” Cap orders.

      Kayson and I keep moving to the west side of the building where the other crew has already checked.

      Approaching the door, it’s still standing wide open from the initial search. Kayson leads the way in and together we start making our way throughout the apartment. The smoke is so thick it’s hard to see. We run through each room, using our flashlights to look under the beds and in the closets.

      “Shaw, Murphy, fire is on the floor above you, they just cleared off the roof, building isn’t stable, any sign of the boy?” Our captain’s voice comes over the radio.

      “Sir, we have checked everywhere, is she sure he isn’t down there?” Kayson answers back.

      Looking around, I make a mental note of everywhere we have been. Just to make sure we haven’t missed a popular or not so popular place for a kid to hide.

      “Captain, do we have a name for the boy?” I ask.

      “Name’s Adam.”

      Kayson and I make an effort to yell out his name hoping he’ll hear it and know we are here to help him, but nothing.

      “Both of you, get out now.” The captain’s voice is loud in our radios.

      “We’ve checked everywhere, I don’t think he is in here. We need to head out!” Kayson is yelling as he makes his way to the front door.

      Just as we step out, we hear the cracking sounds of lumber starting to splinter. Before we take two steps back toward the stairwell, a loud roaring sound fills my ears and the floor shakes under our feet.

      I’m thrown to the ground and a weight is on top of me, keeping me from moving. I’m sure it’s only seconds, but it feels like minutes that I’m plastered to the floor, with the anticipation that the floor under us can drop, or the roof above us can fall.

      The weight is lifted off and something grabs my arm. Finally able to move, I turn my head and see Kayson standing and pulling me up with him. He laid on top of me when the ceiling started to fall.

      As we both gain our footing, I look over and see flames attacking the walls of the floor we are on maybe ten apartments down.

      Turning, we are about to run for the stairs when I hear something. Stopping, I wait and listen.

      “What are you…”

      I put up my hand to stop him. “I heard something.”

      “Ash, the building is falling down around us, there are lots of sounds.”

      Just as I’m about to agree with him, I hear it again. It sounds like someone pounding on something. I turn and start following the sound. On the opposite wall of the apartment we were just in is a door in the wall. Some apartment complexes have trash shoots. I go to open the door and it won’t budge. That’s when I hear it.

      Along with the pounding is a voice on the other side calling for help.

      “Kayson, someone is in here. I can’t open it.”

      “Shaw, Murphy, are you two all right?” The captain’s voice sounds concerned on the radio.

      “Yes, we have found someone trapped in what looks like a trash shoot,” I answer back.

      The building is starting to make that eerie popping sound again and this time we need to be off this floor when it goes.

      The smoke is so thick now I can’t see anything. I can hear and feel Kayson moving alongside of me, and before I know it, he has the door open, the boy over his shoulder and the two of us turn to head back down the hallway to the stairs. The only sign that we are heading the right way is because the bright red glow is behind us.

      We are just about at the door, when again the sound like something is exploding surrounds us and the floor starts to shake. Kayson stops me, throws the boy into my arms and then drops all three of us onto the floor, his body covering ours. Then everything goes black.

      

      It’s very distant at first, but I can hear my name being called over and over. My body aches, my back feels like a wrecking ball crashed into it. My senses are coming back as I can feel my gear being pulled off of me and cool air rushing over my skin as my shirt is moved aside.

      Opening my eyes, I see Neil’s face first.

      “Her eyes are open. Ashlyn, can you hear me?” His voice still seems miles away, but I can hear him. Responding is something else.

      Where’s Kayson, the boy?

      Frantically, I start trying to look around, but my vision is blocked by the guys on my crew and what looks to be a paramedic.

      “Kayson?” I manage past my lips.

      “He is in good hands,” Neil assures me.

      What does that mean, he is in good hands? Is he not all right?

      “Neil, what’s wrong with Kayson? Where is he?” I try to sit up, but strong hands hold me down.

      “I’m fine, let me up.” I try again with the same results, strong hands holding me down.

      Another face appears in front of mine, this time it’s the captain’s, “Ashlyn, you need to relax.”

      “Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on with Kayson? How about the boy?”

      “Thanks to you and Kayson, the boy only has some bruising. He is already with his sister and on his way to the hospital to get checked out.”

      “Ashlyn, Kayson used his body to shield both you and the boy. When the ceiling came down, he took some hard hits. He is already loaded up into an ambulance and they are leaving as we speak to get him over to the hospital.”

      My chest starts to tighten. The commotion around me begins to blur as I lie here and try to remind myself that I need to breathe. The paramedic’s face is in my line of sight now, I can see his mouth moving, but nothing is registering.

      Kayson used himself to protect the boy and me. That doesn’t surprise me. I think that’s one of the reasons I stayed so calm inside. Was I scared, yes. The building was on fire, we were watching it come down around us, but I knew Kayson was there, and like any other time I’m around him, I felt safe.

      Jeff appears in front of me. “Ashlyn, you need to come back to what’s happening now. If you want to go and see Kayson, we need to figure you out first.”

      Not sure why his voice registers, but it does. Nodding my head, I blink a couple of times to keep the tears I can feel stinging my eyes from falling.

      “Can you move your fingers and toes?” the paramedic asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Does anything hurt when you do?”

      “No.”

      “Back, neck?”

      “No.”

      “Let’s try and sit up.” The paramedic takes my hands and assists me on sitting up.

      My back is sore, I feel my face scrunch up as I move.

      “Why the face?” the paramedic asks.

      “My back is sore.”

      “That’s probably from the tank you were wearing. It probably bruised your back when everything fell on you, but I think we should take you in and get you checked out just to be on the safe side.” He gently pushes back on my shoulders, having me lie back down.

      “Jeff, I want you to ride with her. Keep us updated on her and Kayson. We will finish up here and head over.” Looking over at the captain, as strong as he is trying to sound when he speaks, I can see in his eyes he’s worried.

      The only positive thing I can think of in this situation is that with them taking me to get checked out, I’ll be where Kayson is at, so that when I’m cleared I can be there for him.

      

      It takes over an hour for the doctors to get all of the x-rays that they want and to be convinced I am good to release. My back is going to be sore and bruised, I’m sure along with most of my body, but because of Kayson I am unharmed.

      One of the nurses wheels me out to the waiting room where Jeff is sitting looking through his phone. When he notices us coming in, he quickly gets up and walks over to meet us.

      I go to stand and wince from the pain shooting up my back. The more time that goes by and the less I move, the more my back screams.

      Jeff grabs my arm and helps me to my feet. “I’m assuming nothing is broken.”

      “No, just going to be sore and probably bruised for a little while,” I say between clenched teeth as I get to my feet. “Any word on Kayson?”

      Jeff shakes his head. “Not yet.”

      Jeff walks alongside me and helps me sit down in one of the chairs, then takes the empty one next to me.

      “How bad was he?”

      “Cap, Cowboy and Striker are the ones who went back in for you guys. I was still over with the ladder truck. By the time I got over to the engine after hearing you guys were trapped, they already had you guys out and the paramedics where working on both of you. I know they moved pretty fast with Kayson to get him out and over here. We kind of stayed out of the way.”

      “They haven’t said anything to you yet?”

      “No, just that they are doing a lot of x-rays and tests. Hopefully we will know something soon.”

      Shivering, I tuck my hands between my knees. They had taken off my gear and probably cut off my shirt when they were looking me over at the scene, I came in with only my tank top on and slider shorts that I wear under my gear. They gave me a pair of scrub pants to wear home but it’s freezing in this waiting room with only a tank top on.

      “Let me see if I can get you a blanket or something, I don’t have anything with me to give you.” Jeff gets up and walks over to the desk.

      He walks back to me. “Hey, I have to go up the hall to get you a blanket.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out my phone, handing it to me. “Walker thought you might want this. He grabbed it from the engine and gave it to me before we left. I’ll be right back.”

      Someone needs to call Kayson’s family, let them know what has happened. I met them a couple of times, but I have no way to contact them, but Jackson would be able to.

      Pulling up Jackson’s number, I hit the call button, put the phone up to my ear and wait.

      “Hey, Ash.” My brother’s very familiar and right now very missed voice answers after only one ring.

      All the tears I’ve been holding in come rushing to my eyes and flood down my cheeks.

      “Ash, what’s wrong?” Jackson’s concerned voice comes through the line, but I’m crying so hard I can hardly breathe.

      “Damn it, Ashlyn, talk to me.”

      Jeff walks back in holding a blanket. He sees me and rushes over, taking the phone from my hand.

      “Ashlyn!” I hear my brother yell.

      “Hello, this is Jeff Young, I’m a firefighter with Ashlyn.”

      “Jeff, this is Jackson, we’ve met. Is she all right?”

      I can hear my brother’s loud voice over the phone.

      Jeff places the phone on speaker so that I can hear the conversation.

      I’m trying to take deep breaths to calm myself down, but it hurts and that just fuels the tears more.

      “Tonight we were on a call and to make a long story short, Ashlyn and Kayson were trapped inside as the building fell. Ashlyn is bruised and sore but Kayson we haven’t gotten any information on as of yet. I rode here to the hospital with Ashlyn when they brought her in.” Jeff wraps an arm around my shoulders.

      “Shit, but she is all right?”

      Taking a deep breath so that I can ease my brother’s worry a little, I answer, “I’m all right. We need to call his parents.”

      “I’ll take care of that and I’m booking a flight out now. Jeff, please make sure someone stays with her until I get there.”

      “Don’t worry, her brothers here at the station will take care of her.”

      

      Another hour passes and finally a doctor walks in, just as the rest of the crew starts filing through the door.

      “I’m going to assume you are all here for the firefighter brought in.” The doctor looks around to the now full waiting room. Everyone on our crew came along to check how we were.

      The captain takes a step forward. “I’m Captain Brett Mitchell, how is he?”

      “Well, good news is that the only thing broken is his left arm, other than that I believe his gear saved his back and neck. On the other hand, he suffered a major blow to the head, even with the helmet on. He hasn’t woken up and we are watching the swelling in his head. The next twenty-four hours are critical.”

      “Can I see him?” I start to stand up and have to hold from cussing out loud as my back is not happy with me.

      Jeff is instantly on one side, Neil appears at my other arm.

      “We are moving him to a room right now and getting him settled, probably best to wait until the morning,” the doctor announces to the crew.

      “I need to see him tonight,” I insist.

      The doctor starts to protest, but our captain steps forward. “She was with him, is there any way she can see him even if only for a minute? She is also the girlfriend.”

      The doctor looks over at me and gives an understanding smile. “All right, give us about twenty minutes to finish getting him settled in and I’ll have one of the nurses come get you, but only for a minute.”

      “Thank you.”

      The guys all start talking around me once the doctor leaves. Jeff informs them that he will be staying because he promised my brother that someone would stay with me until he got here. Striker takes his sweatshirt he is wearing off and gives it to me so that I don’t have to keep the blanket wrapped around me.

      A nurse comes in and lets me know I can follow her to go and see Kayson. Everyone tells me goodbye and Jeff and I follow the nurse back to Kayson’s room.

      “I can only allow one of you,” the nurse explains when we get to the door of the room.

      “I’m waiting out here, she is going in,” Jeff tells the nurse.

      Following the nurse in, she points to a chair over next to Kayson’s bed. “I’ve been told I can allow five minutes.”

      “Thank you.” I wait until she leaves the room.

      The only sound in the room is the beeping of the monitor that is keeping track of Kayson’s vitals. My breath catches in my chest when I finally look over at him and see him lying there, a breathing piece in his mouth.

      Walking over, I grab the chair and pull it as close as I can to the bed and then slowly lower myself into it. Leaning over to him hurts, but I don’t care, I need to be close to him. Taking his hand into mine, I squeeze, willing him to squeeze mine back.

      “Kayson, you have to be all right. You saved me and that boy, but now you need to fight to save yourself. You promised me you wouldn’t walk away from me again, I’m going to keep you to that promise.”

      I lay my cheek on his hand and just watch him, hoping that at any minute he will open his eyes, but he doesn’t. I can’t lose him now, I never told him I love him.

      “Ash, the nurse says our time is up.” Jeff places a hand on my shoulder.

      I don’t want to leave Kayson, but I don’t want to cause a scene. They allowed me to see him, I have to respect the rules.

      Jeff helps me out of the chair and I lean over and kiss Kayson on the forehead. “I’ll be back in the morning,” I whisper in his ear.

      

      As we walk down the hall, Jeff answers a call. “All right, we will meet you out front.”

      I look up at him with a questioning look.

      “Cowboy is coming to pick us up and take us to your place. The two of us will stay with you until your brother can get there.”

      “Jeff, you still have on your turnout pants. If we can get back to the station, I can drive my car home. I’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, right. Ashlyn, you can barely move. Like we are going to allow you for one, to drive and for two, to be alone. I promised your brother we would take care of you until he gets here. Cowboy is bringing me my bag, I’ll change once we get to your house.”

      There is no use arguing. I’m not going to win.

      

      I’m not sure what time it is, but the sun is beaming through the window of my room. Last night when we got here to my house, Cowboy and Jeff made themselves comfortable in my living room. I took a very long shower and managed to lie down in bed. I’m not sure what time I fell asleep or how long I’ve been out.

      I can hear a deep voice coming from outside of my room, but only one and it’s not Jeff’s or Cowboy’s. It’s Jackson. He is talking but I don’t hear another voice so he must be on the phone.

      Slowly, I begin to sit up and realize my back is very stiff and sore. I don’t care how much pain I’m in, I need to go and see Kayson.

      I’m slow but I finally make my way out to the living room. Once Jackson sees me, he quickly ends the conversation on the phone, stands up from the couch and meets me, wrapping his arms carefully around me in a hug.

      I appreciate everything Jeff and Cowboy did last night for me, but it is nice to have my brother here, it feels like home.

      “Where is Jeff and Cowboy?”

      “They left once I got here this morning.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Almost noon.”

      “What? Why didn’t anyone wake me? Have we heard anything about Kayson?”

      “Calm down. His parents are at the hospital. I spoke to his dad about an hour ago. He hasn’t woken up yet, but the doctors said he is responding to some reflex tests and that’s all good signs. Mom and Dad will be here later tonight.”

      “They don’t have to come, I’m fine.” I go to sit down and the pain that shoots throughout my back takes my breath away.

      “Yeah, you look perfect,” my brother says in a sarcastic tone.

      “I’m just bruised is all, I’m going to be sore for a little while. I want to go see Kayson.”

      “We all figured. That’s why the guys went back to the station and drove your car back here so I had a way to get us back and forth to the hospital. Go get dressed and I’ll drive us over there.”

      Jackson isn’t saying it but I know he wants to be at the hospital as much as I do. It is killing him to be sitting here and not knowing exactly what is going on with Kayson.

      

      Even though I was trying to hurry, we don’t get to the hospital until almost two. Kayson’s parents decide to go down to the cafeteria and grab something to eat since Jackson and I are both here.

      Today Kayson doesn’t have the tube in his mouth. I pull the chair up to his bed like I did last night and take his hand into mine. Jackson sits down on the other side of the bed.

      “Second day on the job, Ash. That’s all it took, two days.”

      I roll my eyes at my brother. “It’s not like either of us wanted this to happen. We had to find the boy. Although I’m not sure why he was in the trash shoot.”

      “From what Jeff told me they found out, his sister had taken the dog out for a walk. He decided to be the twelve-year-old boy that he is and hide in it to scare her. The door jammed and with all of the commotion no one heard him, well, until you guys did.”

      “Not a smart place to hide.”

      “We don’t think of that stuff at that age.”

      I look over at Kayson. “He handed me the boy, threw us both down on the ground and laid on top of me. He needs to be all right. We just found out that we kind of like each other.”

      “Kind of?”

      Squeezing Kayson’s hand, I admit, “Nope, that’s a lie. I don’t like him, I’m completely in love with him, even though he drives me crazy.”

      “In more ways than one.” Kayson’s raspy voice is low but he’s talking clearly and when those blue eyes open and meet mine, I have to fight pretty hard not to cry.

      I make the mistake of jumping out of my chair, but I push through the pain and take a deep breath. “Kayson.”

      “Buddy, remember, she is still my sister. Hospital bed or not, don’t make me punch you.”

      Kayson gives Jackson a lazy smile and lifts his casted arm, to which my brother fist bumps.

      Kayson’s turns his head slowly back in my direction and squeezes my hand. “Did I just hear you say you love me?”

      “You were supposed to be unconscious.” I smile down at him.

      “Doesn’t matter, you said it, I heard it, can’t take it back.”

      “I’m going to give you two a moment and go find his parents and let them know, and the nurse on the way back.” Jackson pushes back his chair and stands.

      Before he leaves the room, he turns. “Don’t do anything to embarrass a nurse if they walk in while I’m gone.”

      He’s out the door before I can respond.

      Looking back down at Kayson, he is no longer smiling. His hand comes up and he brushes his fingers against my cheek. “How are you?”

      Grabbing his hand, I kiss his palm. “Thanks to you, the boy and I are fine. I’m bruised up and going to be sore, but I’m good.”

      “I’m going to need you to do something for me.”

      I look down at him, puzzled. “Of course, what do you need?”

      He pulls on my hand, bringing my face down to his. “First, I need you to tell me one more time that you love me and then I need you to kiss me.”

      “You know, a couple of days ago, I hated that I wanted you so bad.”

      “I know, I was a little bit of an ass.”

      I nod my head in agreement with him. “Yes, you were.”

      Closing the space between us, I kiss him gently. He isn’t having anything to do with gently, though. His hand comes up around to the back of my head and buries into my hair, his lips demanding more than a gentle kiss.

      Against my lips, he says, “Now about the I love you part.”

      Smiling, I push up just enough to see right into his eyes. “Kayson, I’ve been in love with you for half my life. I may not have always liked you, but I’ve always loved you.”

      “Ashlyn, I fell in love with you the first time I kissed you. I’m just sorry I waited for you to show up at my station to tell you.”

      “Better late than never.”

      Jackson chooses that moment to come back into the room. “Good, you are behaving. Your parents are on their way up.”

      “Actually, I was just telling Ashlyn that once we get back to the station, I’m going to have my way…”

      I smack Kayson on the arm to stop him before he finishes that comment. “Really?”

      “Man, you are pushing it,” Jackson warns.

      Kayson, still holding my hand, pulls me down and takes my lips in a kiss that probably makes my brother blush.

      “I love you,” he speaks against my lips.

      “I love you, too.
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      Two Months Later…

      

      Kayson

      

      Walking into the station for the first time since the apartment fire, I’m greeted with an empty garage. This morning before my shift I had a doctor’s appointment to clear me, so I’m a little late for my shift.

      Walking over to the lockers, I set my bag down on the bench and notice that Ashlyn has moved her locker next to mine. Jeff must have swapped with her, he has a soft spot for her. Next to Jackson, he is one of my best friends and I’m glad he was the one that stayed with Ashlyn when everything happened. Plus, I found out later, he and Ashlyn had a little talk that day and he was part of the reason she decided to forgive me for the asinine move I made earlier that day on a call.

      I have new gear hanging in my locker. The gear I was wearing that night had been destroyed.

      Its bright yellow color flashes me back to that night. I remember finding the boy, I remember hearing the sounds of the ceiling as it started to give way above us. My hand had just reached the frame of the door to the stairwell we were searching for so we could get out. We were only seconds too late.

      I remember thinking I had to make sure Ashlyn and the boy survived. I spun Ashlyn around, tucked the boy into her arms, then pushed her down onto the ground, her body protecting the boy and then mine protecting hers. That’s all I remember.

      They kept me four days in the hospital to watch me before they finally allowed me to go home. Of course home was Ashlyn’s house, she wasn’t letting me out of her sight. A month into me healing, we both decided it was stupid for both of us to be paying rent when I was never at my place. Her house had more room than my apartment, so I moved in with her.

      When she came back to work, she tried many times to have me just come on down and visit with everyone, but I decided this was the best time for her to find her place in the station and on the crew, without me right behind her. Of course, I have had Jeff watching after her.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. Checking it, I’m expecting it to be a text from Jeff, but I’m wrong.

      Jackson: Well…

      Me: I just walked into the station.

      Jackson: Jeff won’t forget?

      Me: No

      My phone buzzes again. Rolling my eyes at my best friend, I find this one is from Jeff.

      Jeff: We are about to roll in.

      Just as the text comes through, the garage doors start to open.

      The engine is the first to start backing in and before it’s parked, the back door to the cab flies open and Ashlyn jumps out. She is wearing her turnout pants and t-shirt, sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. She runs up to me and jumps right into my arms.

      “You’re finally here.”

      “Ash, you saw me this morning. Actually, you see me almost every day.”

      “The doctor cleared you, right?”

      “Well, if he hadn’t I wouldn’t be standing here.”

      Everyone has joined us now and Jeff is taking his part in all of this very serious. He has made sure he is in front of everyone with the best spot. His phone is up and he gives me a nod that we are good to go.

      Ashlyn turns around and sees everyone standing there. Taking advantage of her back to me, I pull the ring box out of my pocket and get down on my knee in front of her.

      “What’s going on?” she asks.

      Cowboy signals for her to turn around.

      She looks back at me puzzled, then her hands fly up to her mouth and tears are instantly springing up in her eyes, making them shine.

      “Ashlyn, I can say that we have literally been through fire together and I made you a promise that I would never walk away again, I think the best way to prove it is to ask you to marry me.”

      Her head is bobbing up and down, tears are streaming down her face, but she manages a, “Yes.”

      Once the ring is on her finger, she launches herself into my arms and kisses me as if no one is watching.

      The shouts and the cheers say otherwise.

      Just like every time before, the timing couldn’t be more perfect.

      The tones go off.

      “Let’s go to work.” I set her down on her feet.
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      Wryn

       

      Life as I knew it ended the night Ruby disappeared.

      She was my best friend, my person, and then she was gone. 

      So, I did what anyone would do.

      I dedicated my life to figuring out what had happened to her.

      Eighteen months later, I come face-to-face with the man I’m sure is responsible.

      Then, I stick a knife in his throat, and his son catches me in the act. 

      Much to my surprise, instead of killing me, Connor keeps me.

      Little do I know, he has bigger plans in store for me.

       

      Connor

       

      Betrayal is a word I don’t know until it becomes who I am.

      A betrayer of family, of the New Order, of myself.

      All because of her.

      The night she shows up in my father’s office, my world changes.

      Hers was already altered.

      She has nothing to lose, but I’m risking everything.

      So, I take her and make her mine. 

      And with her, I can claim what rightfully belongs to me.
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      Chicago, Eight Years Old

      “Come on,” Mama says as she pulls on my hand, taking my attention away from whatever caught it. A beam of light passing through the tree’s leaves or maybe a car horn honking loudly at a crossing pedestrian. It’s not hard for me to lose focus. “Your head is always in the clouds, my darling. But you must learn to keep that for yourself. You must learn to pay attention.” She speaks calmly, softly. But urgently.

      I know she’s right. Even though I’m eight years old, it’s been drilled into me as often as another child would learn their letters or numbers. But still, sometimes, I find myself off in another universe, land, or story. Mama calls me a dreamer; Father says there’s no place for dreamers in our family.

      I shuffle along beside her, and the toe of my sneaker catches on an uneven space in the sidewalk, but her firm grip on my hand keeps me from falling. I smile up at her, marveling as the light catches her auburn hair, like firelight.

      “Thank you,” I murmur as she stops and bends down to look me in the eye.

      She smooths her hands down my arms, rubbing slightly as she makes a clicking noise with her tongue.

      “For catching me,” I add when she doesn’t say anything.

      “Oh, Connor,” she replies, her lips quivering for only a moment.

      I stand still, my young mind knowing that this is a monumental moment. It doesn’t matter that we take this same route every week at noon on Mondays for her meeting with Miss Lulah. This moment is different.

      “I’ll always catch you, my darling boy.”

      I watch as a tear glistens along the lower lid of one eye.

      “You are my heart, my soul, the very air I breathe.”

      I reach up and swipe one finger under her eye. She grabs it, pressing a kiss to the pad, where the drop lingers.

      “You always remember that. Remember that you are mine. Not theirs.”

      “What do you mean, Mama?”

      “Just remember that you are kind and loving and, most of all, a dreamer. You don’t have to fit into a box they give you. You are a dreamer.” She says the last part with a bit of anger behind her words, as if she’s trying to remember it herself. “Now, come on. Lulah is waiting.”

      She stands, pressing a kiss to my forehead before grabbing my hand again as we continue our brisk walk.
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      I’ve always loved coming to Miss Lulah’s. She has bright colors everywhere and always gives me hot cocoa. Her shelves are filled with books, and she lets me pick out a new one each week but only after I’ve returned the previous one.

      I wander around as Mama has her reading, seated at the small table in the dining room. It’s covered with a red tablecloth. I don’t really understand what they are doing because they aren’t reading anything with words. Miss Lulah looks at her hand or some cards or sometimes in a cup and then tells Mama things. But Mama always looks happier when she leaves, so I don’t ask questions.

      I peruse the books on the shelves and pull a large one from its resting place. It’s old and a little dusty, and it has gold writing on the front.

      The Fairy Tales of the Brothers Grimm.

      I shudder. I don’t know why.

      “Ah, a good choice,” Miss Lulah says from behind me, making me jump. Her hand lands on my shoulder, a large ring glinting in the light, and I turn to look up at her. “Fairy tales are my favorite. Filled with lessons that need to be learned.”

      I wrinkle my nose, looking at the brown book again.

      “Lessons?” I ask.

      “Not the kind you learn in school,” Miss Lulah says. “But the more … practical kind.” She takes the book from my hands, opening it and running her fingers over the words printed across the page. “Life lessons. These stories aren’t always bright and pretty. More often, they are ugly and sad.”

      “Why would I want to read that?” I ask, furrowing my brow. I stuff my hands in my pockets and look at her, waiting.

      “You will do well to learn these things early on. Sometimes, Little Red Riding Hood gets eaten by the Big Bad Wolf. Sometimes, evil triumphs. And the more you are aware of the wolves out there, the craftier you can be. You are smart, Connor. But you must always be smarter.”

      Her eyes take on a faraway look. Swirling with some emotion I’m too young to understand. I sense it though, and it terrifies me down to my soul. Suddenly, she gasps and thrusts the book toward me, and I grasp it from her fingers.

      Her eyes are clear, and she pins me with her gaze. “Sometimes, wolves will look like lambs. You must be smarter.”

      I clutch the book to my chest, and my lip quivers as I leave Miss Lulah and walk to Mama, where she waits at the door for me. I straighten my back and smile as she grabs my hand.

      “Tell Miss Lulah thank you for the book,” Mama says, and I look toward the lady I now feel a tinge of fear for.

      “Thank you,” I say obediently, my voice almost a whisper.

      Mama opens the door, and we step outside. My fingers bite into the edges of the book where I grip it tightly. I don’t think I’m going to read it.

      Mama and I wait for a lady to pass before we step off the stoop. She’s wearing a black coat, which is strange since it’s so warm out. She must be really sweaty in it.

      Then, I hear screaming.

      Where is it coming from?

      The book falls out of my arm, and it hits my toe. It really hurts.

      More screaming.

      I reach up with shaky fingers and realize my mouth is open. It’s me. I’m yelling. Miss Lulah is outside, bending down beside me. There’s red everywhere, like the color of Miss Lulah’s tablecloth.

      Did she bring it outside? Why is it wet?

      My legs collapse, and I’m sitting beside Mama.

      Why is she lying down?

      “Mama?” I say when I finally stop screaming.

      “Get back, boy. You shouldn’t see this,” Miss Lulah says as she presses her hands to Mama’s stomach.

      I look back at the sidewalk, but the woman is gone.

      I think she was a wolf that looked like a lamb. I must be smarter. I could have prevented this.
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      I rub a line through the condensation of the glass I’m holding, the single cube of ice making it sweat in the muggy atmosphere of the club. It’s one in the morning, and we are at capacity. I’m too old for this shit. At twenty-eight, I don’t feel old until I’m put in one of these late-night situations. I make a mental note to suggest more air units to my father.

      Swipe, swipe, swipe.

      My finger does it without me thinking about it as I stare out over the throng of people dancing, drinking, and probably having sex in the restroom.

      I drew the short straw tonight, getting roped into checking out the newest addition to the Soltorre businesses. It seems to be thriving, but I can’t help but feel an undercurrent of something. It feels ominous. It makes the hair on the back of my neck prickle, and I sit up straighter, eyes narrowing. I throw back the contents of the drink and set it on the table beside me, where it’s whisked away by a nondescript waitress who waits in the shadows until I need something.

      I shouldn’t be sitting in the VIP section. I should be out among the people, getting a feel for things, but tonight, I’m tired. I want to sit here until two, do my duty, and return home to my bed without having to think about anything.

      “Sir?” My bodyguard is at my side, ready for whatever happens. He’s loyal, trustworthy, and also my best friend.

      “Geo, nothing is wrong. Just had a … feeling.” I almost hate to admit it, but usually, my feelings are spot-on. “And I told you not to call me sir unless in public.”

      “We are in public, sir,” he says, and I can sense the snarky tone in his voice as he melts into the shadows behind me.

      I ignore him, sitting back.

      We’ve been best friends since I was eight and my father moved us to California after my mother’s murder. He likes to refer to it as her passing, but she was murdered, and I don’t think he ever did anything about it. I have a niggling suspicion he was behind it.

      But I’ve never been able to prove it.

      As a mob boss in the New Order of American Mafia, my father knows how to cover his tracks.

      He, along with four other men, left—or ran from—Chicago to get away from the Leonis, the largest organized crime family of Italian descent there, and they set up the New Order in Heywood. The five men had been business partners who worked closely together, not Mafia men. Bertrand and one of the other men, Antonio, were the only ones of Italian descent, so maybe they’d felt like they were missing out by not being included in the Mafia world.

      My father didn’t leave Chicago on great terms with the Leoni family—something to do with Sylvia, my stepmom, and trying to step on their turf—but I was young at the time, so I didn’t get all the details.

      I’m not sure why they settled here, but they have quickly risen to the top in the seedy underbelly world, and no one messes with any of us, or they pay the price.

      The music pounding through the room is starting to grate on my nerves, and I check my watch for the time. One fifteen.

      Fuck me. Time is crawling by.

      Then, I feel it. Eyes on me. There’s no way anyone from below can see me unless I lean forward. I’m shrouded in the shadows up here, an area meant for all manners of debauchery that the rich can afford. Not that I partake. Not here. Business is business.

      Geo notices the shift in my body language, and instantly, he’s beside me again, on alert. His hand is at his gun, fastened to a holster underneath his coat. I throw up a hand, stopping him for a moment.

      My eyes scan in front of me, looking for a threat. But no one from below seems to be paying any attention to this section. I check the exits and even those working as bartenders. Nothing.

      I furrow my brow as my fingers tap on the chair beside me. Something is off. A woman approaches me—a waitress holding another drink. Geo steps forward, taking it from her hands before she can set it down. He sprinkles a powder in it that will turn a color if it’s been tampered with. When he hands it to me, I set it on the table beside me.

      The waitress doesn’t leave, and I glance up at her. The blood stills in my veins. It’s not the same one from before. Her eyes are fastened on me, and while I’m used to the attention wherever I go, the depths of hers aren’t warm. They aren’t promising me a night of fun or telling me she’s ready for a good time. No. She’s the reason for my hair standing on end. I tap the armrest of my chair again—this time, twice—and Geo steps forward again.

      “Ma’am, you need to leave,” he says, indicating it’s time for the waitress to move on.

      She doesn’t budge but continues to hold my stare. I can see her pulse fluttering at the base of her neck, wild and out of control, keeping time with the beat of the music pounding around us. She wants to appear calm, but she’s not. She wants to say something, or maybe she wants to reach out and wrap her hands around my neck. She has murder in her eyes.

      “Ma’am?” Geo’s tone is gruffer, more commanding.

      She steps forward, and before she has a chance to say anything, Geo has her arms wrenched behind her back, her body bent at ninety degrees, and her face almost in my lap. I swipe a thumb across my lower lip, deciding what to do with her. She’s obviously not a fan, so it begs the question of why she works here. Or maybe she didn’t know who owned the newest nightclub in town, but it’s no secret. So, I can’t imagine that being the case.

      She grunts against Geo’s hold but still hasn’t said anything. Maybe she can’t talk? I tap my cheek, and Geo reaches around, squeezing hers together and forcing her mouth open. She still has a tongue.

      “Do you have a name?” I ask, crossing my ankle over my knee and picking up my glass to swirl it in my hand.

      She raises her head, a few strands of dark hair escaping from the low bun she’s pulled it back in.

      She doesn’t say anything, but if looks could kill, I would erupt in flames right where I sit.

      “Playing hard to get?” I ask. Then, I lick my lips, a smirk emerging.

      It enrages her, and she jerks against Geo’s hold. He pulls her arms up further, straight, causing her to bend more. I lean forward, my mouth right by her ear as she fights to raise her head up to see me again.

      “It seems to me that it’s in your best interest to answer me, seeing as how with one more thrust, my man here could snap your pretty little arms off. I’ve seen it happen before—to men much larger than you.”

      I’ve done it myself. I’ll never forget the first time I felt human bones break beneath my own hands. I was eleven, and Bertrand—my father, if you can call him one—called me into the room. I had been hiding outside, unable to get the man’s screams out of my brain as he was tortured. I didn’t know what he had done, but I didn’t think it was right, the way they were treating him. But pretty soon, it became the norm in my life.

      

      “Connor,” Bertrand barked.

      I knew I had to go in there. I didn’t have any other choice. The door opened, and Dad’s friend with the cold eyes, William, grinned down at me.

      “It’s your turn,” William said, his raspy voice grating on my young ears.

      I eased into the room tentatively, staring at the man in the chair. He was bleeding from multiple wounds and missing a few fingertips—one fresh. I watched the blood gush from the last one that must have been cut. Black and red angry skin capped off the other ones, where they must have burned him to stop the bleeding.

      I thought I was going to be sick. My stomach lurched aggressively, and I covered my mouth while I pivoted on the ball of my foot. My father’s hand stopped me, and then William poured a bucket of cold water over my head.

      “That should cool you off,” he said.

      A snort snuck out of his bulbous nose as he turned to put the bucket down. Water dripped off my hair and down my back as I stood there, shivering in the basement. The man’s head was bowed, eyes closed.

      Bertrand was resting against the table, one hand planted on it as he jerked his head my way.

      “It’s time you learn how to be a man in this family,” he said.

      I stiffened.

      “You won’t be reading those fairy tales anymore. Your mother is depending on me and you to protect her as she gets older, and I won’t have you being a pussy.”

      Sylvia wasn’t my mother.

      My mama had been murdered.

      But my father insisted I call her mother, and no one defied him. Not even me.

      “Yes, sir,” I said, eyes wide. Unaware my innocence was about to be taken.

      “Break his finger,” Dad said, and I flinched, staring. “Now.”

      William pushed me forward.

      Afterward, I walked calmly out of the door as piss ran down my legs, and I threw up everywhere.

      Bastards.

      

      “Fuck you.” She sneers and then spits, a wad of foamy saliva landing on my ankle, where the hem of my pants has left it exposed.

      I raise one eyebrow, impressed with her aim.

      “Is that your name?” I ask.

      Her eyes meet mine. I think she thought I would strike her. But I don’t hit women, no matter how feral they are. I tend not to hit anyone—unless given good reason—not after what I went through as a child.

      “Fuck You? It’s out there, but I’ve heard worse. Here’s what I’m going to do.”

      I twirl one finger, and Geo releases her. I watch as she stands and adjusts her shirt and skirt, and then she resumes glaring at me. She teeters slightly on high heels, and I watch to make sure she’s not going to fall over. I know Geo can catch her, but I’m itching to have a reason to touch her myself. Whether she knows it or not, her body is calling to mine, making all my nerves stand on end.

      I don’t like it.

      “What?” she finally says, as if she can’t stand my long silence.

      Truth is, I was thinking about what she looked like underneath that white blouse and pencil skirt rather than what I was going to do with her.

      “Is that comfortable?” I ask, gesturing toward her outfit.

      She glances down and then back at me, her face unsure. “My clothes?”

      “Yes, I’m thinking we might need to change the uniform. It looks uncomfortable for long periods of time.”

      “It’s uncomfortable for short periods of time,” she says, teetering again. She doesn’t look like she’s used to wearing heels.

      Interesting.

      “Are you new here?”

      She glances at Geo and then back at me. It’s clear she’s not going to answer.

      “You see, I notice things. I’m quite observant.”

      She stands there, her chest rising and falling rapidly as I watch.

      “I can tell that you aren’t that steady in those shoes, which brings me to two conclusions. You have just started here, or you aren’t used to wearing heels. Or both.” I tilt my head to the side. “And since I’ve been here for the past month, on and off, and I’ve never seen you before, maybe tonight is your first night. Which begs the question, why would they put you on bottle service in the VIP section on your first night?”

      I make a note to talk to Gina, who oversees the hiring at our clubs.

      “Or maybe you don’t work here at all?” At that, I lean forward, watching her face drain of color.

      Ah.

      “So, why don’t you tell me your real name, Fuck You? It would make this go a lot smoother.” I stand up, rising to my full height of six feet three inches, and I tower over her. Even in those heels she’s wearing.

      I check my watch again. One thirty. Close enough.

      She mumbles something, and I step closer to her, my thumb and forefinger finding her chin and raising her head to me. Her eyes are bright blue, sparkling with anger and hate and maybe even fear. I’m used to people fearing me, but the electricity I feel from being this close to her has me stepping away, dropping her chin.

      I don’t want to be near her anymore. I’m not afraid of her, and as much as I want to know her secrets, I don’t feel like she’s any danger to me.

      “Get her the fuck out of here,” I say, turning away, deciding not to do anything with her here.

      She’s harmless. I pull my phone out of my pocket, checking for notifications. He won’t be happy if I leave early, but I don’t care.

      “Sir?” Geo asks, confused by my sudden change.

      “You’re fired,” I tell the woman even though I know she doesn’t work here.

      Then, I jerk my head, watching as Geo turns her, ushering her out of the VIP section. She stumbles a few times, but I watch until I can’t see her anymore. I reach up to rub my temples, blowing out a long breath.

      “Let’s go,” I say to Geo as soon as he returns, and he nods.

      “Yes, sir.”

      I follow him out the back entrance to the waiting black SUV. Climbing in, I catch a flash of something at the opening to the alley, but as soon as I glance back, there’s nothing.

      I shake my head before slipping onto the cool leather, laying my head back and rocking slightly as the door is shut behind me. My mind replays what just happened, and I close my eyes, seeing her determined face instead of darkness.
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      One Month Later

      I place my hand on my thigh and press in as I try to keep it from shaking. I’m a fool to think I can do this and get away with it. My months spent researching and training never prepared me for this moment, the one of truth and possibly death. Hopefully, not mine.

      I almost blew my cover a month ago at Blue Light, Bertrand Soltorre’s newest nightclub. I thought I was dead for sure as soon as Connor paid any attention to me. I had been an idiot for trying to get close. I’d bribed a waitress with fifty dollars to switch clothes with me in the restroom, so I could do some recon, but as soon as I was near him, I regretted it.

      I watch the curtains flare, a hidden vent making them shudder, like they are possessed by a ghost. I let my fingers trail over my tight dress, feeling for the knife I have hidden in a holster around my leg. It has to be on the inside of my thigh, so the dress doesn’t bulge out. I had to practice walking with it, so I wouldn’t look awkward, but now is when all my practice gets put to use.

      I left my car in the woods that surround the Soltorre property, so I can make a quick getaway. I called a car service to pick me up. The driver didn’t even bat an eye when he saw I was waiting on the side of the road. But I figured I needed to drive up to the front door in a vehicle and not walk up the driveway in a dress and heels. It would have definitely blown my cover.

      I was just shown into Bertrand’s office. The man who let me in looked surprised that Bertrand wasn’t inside, but he left me anyway. Maybe I have a trustworthy face.

      Now, I’m waiting for our meeting. The one I lied through my teeth to get.

      There’s a decanter of dark liquid sitting on the left of his desk, and I ache to wrap my hands around it and pour myself some courage, but I don’t. I have to remain clear and levelheaded. I have a job to do.

      The door behind me opens, and I fight the urge to whirl. Instead, I calmly turn, pasting a carefully crafted smile on my face.

      “Bertrand Soltorre, in the flesh,” I say in a voice that doesn’t sound like my own.

      I approach him, thrusting a hand between us. I watch him study me, his dark eyes—so like his son’s—glittering in the low evening light pouring in through the windows. After a few moments, he grasps my hand and gives it a firm shake—a little too firm.

      “This is a bit unprecedented,” he says, crossing to sit behind his desk.

      He motions for me to take a seat across from him in a large wingback chair. His whole office reeks of opulence. I do, noting the soft leather beneath my fingers as I grip the chair, and then with a quick glance at my lap, I make sure my knife is still hidden.

      “I don’t usually do business with … the weaker sex.”

      His words are chosen with care, meant to put me in my place. I don’t care though. I’m not one to pick fights when the war is already here. I don’t want to argue over sexism. I want to put a blade through his windpipe.

      I’ve been working on getting answers for eighteen months—ever since my best friend and only person I had in the world went missing outside one of Bertrand’s nightclubs. At first, I thought Ruby’s disappearance was coincidental to the location, that she’d followed the wrong guy out into the alley to have some fun. But I’ve been digging, and I think there’s something more sinister going on. I think she was taken for profit, and I think Bertrand Soltorre is behind it all.

      But now that I’m here, staring the beast in the eyes, I don’t think I prepared all that well.

      Fake it till you make it, right?

      “Yes, well, don’t think of it as doing business with me. Think of me as an extension of my boss.”

      “William has never sent a lackey to do his work with me before,” Bertrand says, sitting forward and clasping his hands on the desk.

      He’s suspicious—and rightly so. I don’t actually work for his partner; it’s an elaborate lie I made up to get close to him.

      “But looking at you, I’m not surprised why he did it.”

      His eyes rake over my body, and I want to be disgusted, but my outfit is doing its job—keeping him distracted.

      “There’s a first time for everything,” I say with my smile still in place. I can’t let it slip.

      Men like Bertrand can smell fear from a mile away, and they relish it.

      Hopefully, he can’t smell it on me.

      I have to be careful now. I don’t actually have any proof of Bertrand being involved in any kind of trafficking, so I had to figure out a way to get close to him without him being suspicious. So, I’m posing as an employee of one of his business partners and a fellow boss.

      This is all for you, Ruby.

      I hope wherever she is, she knows I’m coming for her. I refuse to believe she isn’t alive. It makes sense though—if they are trafficking people, they need to keep them alive. I might be insane for taking on a Mafia boss, but when it comes to family, there’s nothing I won’t do. Since Ruby is the only family I have, I’m willing to do everything for her.

      “I’m not sure exactly what you are doing here,” Bertrand says, eyes on my tits instead of my face.

      I smile, and he leans back in his chair. I use that as an opportunity to slip around his desk, perching my ass on it in front of him. He smiles up at me, but it holds no warmth. I can’t back down now.

      “Truth is, I offered to come over and take care of this so that I could meet you.”

      “I’m a happily married man, Miss Coleman,” he says, eyes never leaving mine, as if to drive the point home.

      Bullshit.

      I know about his dalliances. I’ve talked to some women who participated. Not that they told me in so many words, but I felt them out. They never could tell me much. It seems he isn’t one for pillow talk.

      “Of course you are.” I lean forward, touching his hand slightly. I withdraw quickly, feeling nauseous. “This is more for a business proposition.”

      At that, Bertrand chuckles, shaking his head. “I can assure you, Miss Coleman, there’s no business you have that I would want to be involved in.”

      Sexist pig.

      I smile and adjust my weight to one foot. I’ve got these blasted heels on again, but the dress doesn’t work without them. “I think if you took a moment to listen”—I lean forward, trying to twist my body a bit and touch his arm again so he doesn’t notice my other hand going to my knife—“you’d be very interested in my business plan.”

      His eyes drop to my tits again, and I freeze, not moving until his eyes are back on my face. My heart is pounding so hard that I can’t hear much over the sound of rushing blood in my ears. I’ve never done this before—killed someone—but it’s the only way to get his records and get out. He’d never let me leave otherwise. With Ruby gone, I don’t have much to live for anyway.

      I realize the palm I’ve got on his arm is shaking, and he glances down at it. I think he can sense the change in me, and I gulp. It’s now or never. I can’t come back from this. I chant Ruby’s name in my mind as I extract the knife. Bertrand shifts away, his hand comes up, his mouth opens to yell for someone, and I do it.

      I don’t think I’ll forget the sound of the knife entering his throat for as long as I live, which probably won’t be too much longer if I don’t snap out of this trance I’m in. I’m staring at the blade as it jerks back and forth with his movement. Bertrand is clawing at me, his throat bobbing as he struggles to breathe, and he gets one hand wrapped around my neck before I get away.

      Damn it.

      I grab at his wrist, but for a man with a knife in his gurgling throat, he’s pretty strong, and his fingers dig into the soft flesh underneath my ears. It fucking hurts.

      I watch in horror and maybe shock at the blood pooling in his mouth, slipping out of the corners of his lips as he strangles me, and I change tactics, reaching for my knife again. He’s not dying quickly enough.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      I should have planned this better. I should have planned everything better.

      Why did I think I could pull this off?

      His arm reach is longer than mine and effectively keeps me from grasping the hilt. I kick out with my feet, barely registering the sound they make against the desk. Bertrand’s other hand comes up, swiping at his desk as he starts to stand. I can’t breathe, my air supply being cut off by his tightening grip, and I can feel my mind starting to go fuzzy. I lash out, trying to claw or maim him in some way.

      I’m barely aware of the door to the office opening and then shutting. The sound jars us, and I can feel Bertrand’s grip slip, allowing me to take a glorious breath of air. The blackness around my vision recedes, and I jerk to the side, falling to my knees. Bertrand hunches over the desk, reaching for his neck and grabbing the hilt of the knife, yanking it from his flesh. It squelches, and I dry-heave.

      I didn’t imagine all of this. I thought it would be clean, that he would gasp a few times and then die, but this gruesome scene in front of me—blood spurting in a rivulet from his neck—has my stomach churning. I remember that someone came in, and I turn my head as I drag in another breath, my neck constricting as I lock eyes with those glittering ones from the club.

      Connor Soltorre just caught me attempting to murder his father. Or maybe I’m succeeding.

      Shit.

      What am I going to do now?

      I watch him stand there, surveying the scene. I try not to stare directly at him, but I can’t help but notice the myriad of emotions that cross his face before he transforms it back into a mask of coldness.

      My whole body is frozen where I kneel on the carpet. I think that maybe if I don’t move, he won’t notice me, but I know that’s bullshit.

      “We meet again.” His deep voice rings out, causing me to jump.

      For a person who stuck a knife in someone’s throat, I’m pretty skittish. I thought I would have more time to steal the files I could find and get out. I know trying to murder Bertrand was hasty, but his snarky smile and subtle mentions about the weaker sex had me seeing red. I’ve got to have more patience. If I live past tonight.

      I don’t say anything, but I watch as he strides over, his long legs eating up the distance between us. Bertrand finally crashes to the ground, and I let out my breath in a hiss as his eyes lock with mine, right in front of me.

      Why hasn’t he died already? The crass thought crosses my mind, but I’m ready for this night to be over.

      I think Connor is going to crouch by me, but he surprises me by bending over his father. His movements aren’t rushed or hurried, but the controlled ones of someone who has been taught the art of death all his life.

      My mouth opens on a gasp as he pushes his thumb into the slit of his father’s throat, where the knife used to be. I gag again at the sight and turn my head.

      “Look,” he says, his voice gruff as his thumb disappears up to his knuckle.

      What the fuck is going on?

      “You think you are prepared to kill a man, yes?” He glances at me, his father’s blood running bright red down his wrist and soaking the cuff of his suit. “Answer me.”

      “Yes,” I say on a whisper.

      “Then, you should be prepared to watch him die.”

      We sit there in silence for what seems like the entire night as Bertrand’s chest heaves in a struggling fight to breathe. Connor’s thumb is still in his throat, and he leans down, whispering something in his father’s ear. Then, nothing. I swear a cold wind rushes over me as soon as the man lying prone before us is still, and I get a chill that won’t leave.

      Connor turns to me and slowly rakes his blood-covered thumb from my cupid’s bow, across both my lips, and down to my chin. Reminiscent of the way he touched me at the club. After staring at his handiwork for a moment, he levels me with those piercing dark eyes that have my stomach flipping.

      “His blood is now on your lips. You talk about this to anyone, and I’ll kill you myself.” He stands, pulling a cloth from his pocket and wiping his hand off as I look up at him.

      The first metallic taste finds its way in my mouth, and I know that I’m about to embarrass myself.

      Connor stretches his leg out, sliding the trash can toward me with one foot, and watches impassively as I vomit up the bile in my stomach, all while my eyes are locked on the open, unseeing ones of Bertrand Soltorre.

      What in the hell have I done?
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      “Take her to the room—and not a word to anyone,” I say to Geo as soon as I’ve opened the door.

      He was waiting outside for me since we had planned to return to Blue Light tonight. He doesn’t react to the scene as he steps inside; he merely pulls the dark-haired girl to her feet, where she stumbles slightly.

      “Get those damn things off her feet.”

      I’m tired of watching her struggle like Bambi. She’s no innocent, doe-eyed creature. She murdered a man. He might have deserved it, but she’s one of us nonetheless. Geo bends down to swipe one arm under her knees, pulling her up into his arms, and I keep my face stoic as they pass. I won’t be deterred by wanting her to stay right here, so I can watch her. I won’t be put off by the way my body reacts when I’m close to her.

      Hell, I don’t even know her damn name.

      I don’t know how long I stand in my father’s office, staring at his body. It doesn’t seem real—the fact that he’s gone. Part of me is shouting in excitement that he’s been taken care of. One thing off my plate. And if you’re thinking that I want this empire he built, you’re wrong. I want nothing to do with his seedy crimes. The other part of me is mourning the loss of a father. Someone who could have been my hero but instead was my greatest curse.

      Geo slowly opens the door, waiting, and I finally glance over my shoulder.

      “Is she secure?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “What did I tell you about that?”

      “What the hell are we going to do?” he asks, ignoring my question as he stares down at Bertrand’s corpse.

      “You’re going to scan the perimeter and figure out how she got in here and who she works for. Take Fernando; tell him it’s a perimeter check. You know Father was always so lax about our security, so sure our enemies would never dare to breach our home.” I pause for a moment, surveying the scene in front of me. “We are then going to stage this mess for some poor maid to find in the morning and pretend we are as in the dark as everyone else. Then, we are going to interrogate the devil in the red dress we have locked in the basement.”

      “You’re the boss,” Geo says with a nod, and I glare at him.

      But he’s right. I’m the fucking boss now, and it sends a chill to my bones. The Soltorre empire is mine, and the game that we’ve been playing has gotten a whole lot more interesting in the span of one night. But I’m not sure that I’m ready to deal with the fallout that will come tomorrow.

      Because the things that happen in the dark are always brought to light in the day.

      “Go,” I tell him.

      He disappears silently out the office door while I sink into a plush leather wingback chair in front of the empty fireplace. I glance at my father’s desk and across the room to the right, where he keeps his files locked. I’m not ready to find out the real extent of his black-market dealings that he kept from me. I think he always knew my feelings toward him, so he was never honest with me about things.

      I need a fucking drink.
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      I open the door, stepping into the room. She doesn’t move, doesn’t look up. My eyes roam her body, looking for any wounds, and they narrow in on the red marks peeking around one side of her neck. On the other side, her dark hair hangs in her face, almost like the villain in some scary movie. But I know in this story, I’m the villain. My family is.

      “Wryn Coleman,” I say, my voice echoing off the cement walls of the basement room.

      Her head snaps up, blue eyes wide and focused. I step closer, looking down my nose at her. She watches me, a caged animal, ready to fight back.

      “We found your car, pulled off into the woods at the edge of our property. Your name was everywhere in it. Really irresponsible for a killer.” I tsk.

      She narrows her eyes at me.

      “Would you prefer the term murderer? That’s what you are, right?”

      She doesn’t speak. I have to give her credit. I’ve seen grown men piss themselves in that same chair she’s sitting in, crying and begging us not to kill them.

      Maybe she doesn’t know exactly what we do.

      But that can’t be right. She was out for blood, and there’s always a reason behind it.

      Maybe she’s a scorned lover of my father’s.

      The thought of my father’s hands on her delicate skin causes my chest to clench.

      But now, there is no us; there’s me. And I have to figure out what the fuck to do with her since she saw what I did. My first thought is to get rid of her. It would be easy. I’ve done it before but never with a woman. And not one that I find myself drawn to.

      For fuck’s sake.

      I trace the strap holding her left wrist down with my index finger. I have this pull to be close to her, but I’m not sure I should touch her skin. Just raking a thumb down her lips in the office had my heart racing.

      “I once saw a man bound just like this. His arm was sliced slowly from his shoulder”—I lightly touch the area on her—“all the way down to where he was strapped.”

      Fuck it. I let my finger trail along her skin, watching the goose bumps rise. “He was flayed open, the blood welling up as he watched. That was it, no other marks made on him, and it took quite a while for him to bleed out.”

      I want to puke at the memory. I was thirteen at that time.

      “Do you know what that man’s offense was?”

      Wryn doesn’t say anything.

      “Of course you don’t,” I say with a forced chuckle. “He fell asleep while he was on security duty. He worked for my father. He wasn’t even an enemy of our family.”

      Wryn turns a shade whiter.

      “A far cry from your transgression, don’t you think?”

      There’s a knock at the door, and then Geo enters. I stay silent as he crosses to the table, laying his leather-bound tool kit on top of it. He slowly unrolls it, and the silver metal gleams under the light. Wryn looks like she’s going to be sick again.

      Good. We will see what she’s truly made of.

      I pick up an ice pick and then trace the same trail I did before. The cold metal is stark against her pale skin as I press it against her shoulder, and then with a featherlight touch, I move it down to her wrist. I push it in there, waiting until a drop of blood wells up, and she flinches, a gasp escaping her lips.

      She’s stronger than I thought she would be. I don’t want to inflict pain, but I’ve found that it’s the fastest way to get answers, and in this case, with my father lying dead upstairs, I need answers now.

      “Who sent you?” I ask.

      She tilts her head to the side, giving me a greater glimpse of the red fingermark streaks on her neck. Her hair sticks to her forehead, and there’s sweat beading along the top of her lip. I push the pick into her skin a little more.

      “No one,” she rasps out, making a fist with her hand.

      “No one? I find that hard to believe.” I withdraw the pick and put it back in its leather strap. I think I hear a sigh of relief escape from her, and I walk my fingers along the tools until I reach another one. It has a small, curved blade, much like a surgical instrument. Meant to make precise cuts.

      I’m not going to mar her skin more than I already have, but she doesn’t know that.

      I bend down, placing my head right beside hers. I can hear her pants in the cold room as she takes air in and then forces it back out, her panic evident.

      “Who sent you?” I whisper right in her ear, and to her credit, she doesn’t move, doesn’t jerk back from me. “Why would my father have let you in?”

      She swallows audibly, and then I see it—the moment where she gives in to me.

      “He thought I was an employee for a business partner.” She grits her teeth as she talks, as if I were wrenching the words from deep within her—and maybe I am. After all, she didn’t plan on getting caught, I’m sure.

      “Dressed like that?” I raise one eyebrow as I stand, crossing my arms and leaning back against the table beside her.

      Her eyes flicker to the blade still in my hand, and I smile.

      “I pretended like I had a business proposition for him.”

      “I bet you did,” I say and then turn, slipping the blade back in its place.

      She lets out a small growl behind me at my insinuation, and I know I have her right where I want her. Angry. More likely to continue sharing information.

      “What’s your proposition?” I turn back around.

      This entire time, Geo has been standing silently at the door, guarding it. I don’t expect anyone to come poking around down here. Most of our men avoid it if they can. If they haven’t been in here themselves, they’ve heard the screams inflicted by my father.

      “I don’t have one.”

      “I can’t decide if you are brave or stupid.” I shake my head. “Probably a little of both. You weaseled your way into a private audience with Bertrand Soltorre—who has killed for less, mind you. Then, without any plan whatsoever, you stuck a knife in his neck.”

      “I had a plan,” she says and then presses her lips together, as if regretting saying what she did.

      “So, no proposition, but you did have a plan? Interesting.”

      She struggles against the bindings on her wrists and legs but to no avail. They are double-reinforced, and no one has ever been able to get out of them. Myself included.

      I shake away the memory of my younger body bound in them.

      “Care to share?” I lean closer to her, and she jerks back, as if afraid I’ll strike her. I don’t move. I’m using her fear to my advantage.

      “No,” she says, and I have to grin at her audacity.

      “No one sent you. Did you do this all yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m impressed.” I decide she’s had enough for now, so I carefully wrap up the tool kit. I would be an idiot to leave it where she might be able to get to it.

      I lean down, and without being gentle, I rip the hem of her dress.

      “What the fuck?” she asks, clenching her legs together.

      “Just checking for any more knives,” I say, smirking even though I know Geo checked her out already before strapping her in.

      “Pig.” Wryn sneers.

      “I’ve been called worse. Have a good night,” I tell her, stepping toward the door.

      “Wait, you are leaving me here?” Her voice takes on a tinge of desperation, and I stop with my hand on the doorknob.

      “Did you think I would put you up in a spare room? This isn’t a bed-and-breakfast, and you aren’t a guest.”

      I watch as her face registers that she will be strapped to that chair all night, then a look of steely determination flits over her face.

      “Those who are broken aren’t afraid to crack open and bleed,” she says, throwing me off.

      We stare at each other for a beat or two before I break eye contact. Otherwise, she will suck me into her web, trapping me, and I won’t be able to think or breathe.

      Broken.

      She thinks she’s broken?

      I doubt she knows the meaning of the word. But she’s wrong. Those who are broken are terrified of leaking through their cracks, so they keep them shut tight, buried under so much glue and tape that they resemble a whole person.

      Geo steps out in front of me, checking the hallway, and then I follow, letting the door slam shut behind me. The noise echoes off the stone walls, and I suppress a shudder. It’s not from the cold, but rather from the knowledge that this girl could break me further if I let her. She’s already torn apart the carefully crafted family that Bertrand formed.

      What else could she do if given the chance?

      “That was … interesting,” Geo remarks, and I jerk my head toward him. I forgot he was standing there. “What are you going to do with her?”

      What am I going to do with her?

      I drum my fingers against my leg for a moment, thinking.

      “Get me a file on her, anything your man can find. I need to call a meeting between the bosses,” I tell him, ignoring what he asked. “Tomorrow morning, once the news breaks about Bertrand. There will need to be an emergency assembly to determine how we proceed from here.”

      “They won’t be happy,” Geo says.

      “They are never happy, but it looks like I’m the first heir to ascend the throne,” I tell him with a shrug. “They will have to wrap their minds around it. There’s a new wind blowing, and with it comes change.”

      “Will you tell them about her?”

      I glance back at the shut door, knowing that she’s probably glaring daggers at it right now. I left the light on, which is either a courtesy or a curse, depending on how you look at it.

      “No, I don’t think I will,” I say, shaking my head. “I’ve been in the dark so long about the workings of the business. I think they need to know what it feels like.”

      “Here’s to new beginnings,” Geo says.

      I raise one eyebrow at him. “Where did you get that quote from? Cross-stitch it on a pillow or some shit?”

      Geo looks less than impressed at my joke as he turns to precede me down the hallway. He shakes his head, and I hear a snort as my mind turns back to Wryn. She’s an enigma, something for me to figure out, and damn it if I’m not up for the challenge. I think I’ll keep her around for a while.

      Our steps echo as we get to the end of the hallway and head up the stairs. I think about telling Geo to come back and get her out of that chair in an hour, but I decide against it. Actions have consequences, and she needs to learn that I’m not going to play nice.

      Unless she wants to.

      It’s not like I can let her go after all of this. There’s still a lot I don’t know, and she holds the answers. I’ve only got to figure out how to get them out of her.
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      I glare at the closed door, the echo of it shutting still sounding around the room.

      What am I going to do for hours on end, strapped to this chair?

      I’ve got to get out of here. My adrenaline is beginning to fade, and with it, the terror is starting to take root and overcome my thoughts.

      I think about the way I shoved a knife through a man’s neck hours ago. Then, I consider that I’m more than likely going to be murdered myself—after they get what they want from me—possibly by my feet being encased in cement blocks and tossing me in a body of water.

      Do they still do that? Or is that for television? I feel crazy, even wondering about it.

      I jerk my hands up, panic taking over. I strain against the bindings holding my wrists, but they don’t budge. The ones around my ankles are pressing into my skin, making my legs tingle as they cut off blood supply. I look up at the light that they left on, thankful that they didn’t bathe me in darkness down here in this dungeon.

      I’m not afraid of the dark, but sometimes, I’m afraid of things that happen in the dark. Like Ruby being taken. The thought fuels my anger, overtaking the fear for a moment, causing me to struggle again.

      “Fuck,” I say as my wrists sting. I can see red marks blooming underneath. “Fuck!” I scream again.

      Maybe someone will come help me. But I know deep down that no one is coming to help me.

      I’m at his mercy. He could literally leave me here until I die from starvation. I can’t do a damn thing about it. My helplessness starts to sink in, and the terror that became anger gives way to despair. Tears gather in my eyes. My chest aches.

      The scene of him pushing his thumb into the hole of Bertrand’s throat flashes through my mind, and I heave again—not that I have anything left in my stomach to throw up.

      Why would he do that?

      The bastard is dead, and I’m terrified that I’m next.

      Is there any way I can still escape and carry out part two of my haphazard plan?

      Raid Bertrand Soltorre’s files and uncover everything the slimy fuckstick was doing.

      I know he was involved in whatever happened to Ruby. I know it. I’m upset that I won’t have a chance to prove it now if I can’t get out.

      “I’m sorry, Rubes,” I whisper, hoping that wherever she is, she knows I’m thinking about her, working on finding her.

      I’ve never once let myself consider the fact that she might not be alive. She has to be. My hope is the only way I’ve survived this long without her. In the same way that she’s my only family, I’m hers. Not in blood, but because we chose each other. We grew up in the same foster home when we were preteens, growing into teenagers and then women, and we’ve always had each other’s backs.

      Wryn and Ruby forever.

      These last eighteen months have been excruciating. I’ve been completely alone in this world, and beyond it being scary as hell, I’ve had to do things I never thought I would.

      Case in point: kill.

      I’m a killer.

      I shudder at the thought.

      I deserve to die, too, but Ruby doesn’t. I can’t let her down by getting myself offed.

      “Think,” I tell the empty room, throwing my head back.

      I stare up at the ceiling, my eyes zeroing in on a black spot crawling across it. An insect of some sort. It’s evident I’m probably not escaping by myself, so what will be the best plan of attack to sweet-talk my captor?

      Connor Stanson Soltorre, first and only son and heir to the Soltorre empire according to my research into Bertrand, has me chained to a chair in his basement, and if he’s anything like his father, sweet-talking should work on him.

      But I don’t get the feeling he is like Bertrand. There’s a definite overt air about him that says, Don’t fuck with me. But sometimes, when his eyes are on me, I get the feeling he wants to fuck me. And I can’t say that my body doesn’t react around him. That night at the club, I sensed the electricity that passed through us as soon as his fingers made contact with my skin.

      I ignored it. I wouldn’t be attracted to someone so heinous, without morals or scruples.

      But look at me now.

      I’m without my own morals and scruples and still attracted to the beast who holds my life in the palm of his hand.

      I let my head hang forward, closing my eyes. I need to sleep, to remain clearheaded for whatever lies before me. But I don’t think I can. I adjust myself in the chair as much as I can, scooting my half-asleep ass to the side and bracing my elbow on the armrest so can lay my head over on my shoulder and close my eyes again.

      Scenes from Bertrand’s office assault me, and I gasp. The noise he made, trying to draw air into his mangled throat. The thump as his body hit the carpet. The warm blood Connor smeared on my lips. I can still feel it.

      My eyes fly open and the bare lightbulb in the center of the ceiling makes me squint.

      I don’t think I’ll be sleeping tonight.
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      The sound of a door opening and then shutting has me jerking in my sleep-deprived state. I look up, blinking against the harsh light. My gaze finally focuses on the door, where a man stands against it. I blink a few more times and see it’s the guy who was here before with Connor.

      He looks at me, his face blank. It’s creepy as hell, and it makes my heart race. I don’t know what he’s doing exactly, but I open my mouth, licking my lips to wet them. I really need some water.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I ask.

      His nostrils flare slightly before he strides forward. Instinct has me jerking away from his sharp movements, but there’s nowhere for me to go.

      I watch suspiciously as he bends down, unclasping the manacles around both of my ankles. Before I can react, he grasps one of my legs and looks up at me.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he says.

      Damn, he’s quick. I didn’t even know I was about to kick him.

      He stands, unfastening my wrists, and then he steps back.

      I eye him for a moment, not sure what to think. It’s like he didn’t want to touch me longer than necessary, which I appreciate. I don’t want to be touched. Not by anyone here.

      Except …

      No. Especially not him. Not after the way he slid an ice pick down my arm. I glance at the small dot of blood on my wrist and shudder.

      “Come,” the guy says, and he turns abruptly, opening the door and pausing.

      He stares at me expectantly, and after a moment of hesitation, I stand up and look back at the chair and then out the door. I hope I never see this room again.

      “Where are we going?” I nervously ask. I’m talking to his back as he strides down the cement hallway in front of me.

      He must not think I’m anything to worry about since he’s not keeping me in front of him. I envision myself kicking forward, catching him in the back of the knee and pushing him to the ground, but I think better of it. Even though I took self-defense classes, I highly doubt this man would be fazed. He looks like he takes some sort of defense class every waking moment.

      I’m not sure any amount of training would have prepared me for actually being kidnapped and held in a basement. It’s a surreal experience, fraught with too many emotions.

      He doesn’t answer, and I try again.

      “What’s your name?” I ask. I need to get as much information as I can.

      Before I know what’s happening, he stops, pivoting on one foot as his forearm connects with my throat, shoving me against the wall. My head bounces off of it, and blackness crowds my vision for a moment as I blink and try to find my bearings. In one second, he has me pinned, my toes barely touching the floor. He keeps his body apart, his forearm still holding me, and I don’t even have time to defend myself before his face is an inch from mine. I try to scream, but his hand cuts me off.

      “I don’t know who the fuck you are, Wryn Coleman, but rest assured, we are finding out everything we can about you. If I were you, I wouldn’t even attempt to get to know anyone around here. You don’t need to know my fucking name to sit down and answer questions like the good little girl you should be, if you know what’s good for you. Then, you should pray like hell that he doesn’t tear you limb from limb for show before tossing your body parts in the ocean as chum.”

      Spittle lands on my face as he lets loose his stream of words, and I can’t do anything but listen and try to draw air in through my beaten and battered windpipe. It’s my second time of being choked out in two days.

      Then, a slow smile spreads across the man’s face as he narrows his eyes.

      His message is clear.

      “Blink once if you understand,” he hisses.

      I try to focus on him. My hands claw at the cement behind me, and I let my lashes fall slowly and then crack them open again. He pulls his arm away, stepping back, and as soon as my feet hit the ground, my knees buckle. I’m on the floor, exactly like last night, dragging air into my body and clutching at the delicate skin around my neck. I gasp and then cough, bent over while he stands and watches me. The tips of his nondescript black shoes are in my eyesight, and it makes me angry. I’m fucking pissed that he’s standing here, looking down at me. A predator watching his prey.

      I shift suddenly, kicking one leg out along the ground, and I hit his shin. He grunts, his leg moving slightly, and then he steps back, chuckling.

      “You’ve got spirit—I’ll give you that.” He hauls me up by the back of my dress, and I can hear some of the stitches rip. “Oops. Hope that wasn’t expensive.”

      “Doesn’t fucking matter since your boss ripped open the crotch of it last night,” I mutter, and then I shake his hand off. I turn away from him as he steps around me, continuing down the hallway.

      He leads me up the same set of stairs he carried me down last night. I wonder if this is the only way in and out. Surely not because that would be stupid, right? We step through the door and into the back of an industrial-sized kitchen. A woman bustles around, but she doesn’t look at us. Maybe this is a regular occurrence for her. Captive people being led through that door.

      She pounds her flour-coated fist into the dough in front of her, flips it, and then she’s back to striking it.

      I follow the grumpy guy out into a hallway, and we pass a few more closed doors before we come out into the main foyer, where I entered last night. He turns and starts up the stairs. I don’t see anyone else. I’m not sure if there’s no one here or if the staff are keeping themselves scarce. At the top of the stairs, we turn, and he opens the third door on the left.

      “This one is yours.” We step inside. “A guard will be outside the door if you need anything. The comm there goes straight to the kitchen if you are hungry,” he says, pointing to a button beside the light switch. “There are a few items of clothing lying on the bed. You seem to be about the same size as her, but if they don’t fit, we can get you something else later.”

      “Who is her?” I ask, and Grumpy glares at me. “Don’t ask questions—got it.”

      “Bathroom is through there.” He points, and I nod.

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he says cryptically.

      I have a guard, so I guess that definitely makes me a prisoner. I’m confused as to why Grumpy moved me to a guest room after what Connor said last night.

      “Okay,” I say, not sure how to respond.

      He grunts and then turns, leaving the room, the door shutting with a resounding bang behind him. I quickly open it and jump when I see there’s a new man standing beside it. He raises one eyebrow at me, but I shut the door again.

      “Where the fuck did he come from?” I ask myself.

      I look around the room again, really seeing it since I’m all alone now. The large king-size bed sits on the back wall, a light-gray comforter on top of it, looking like I might sink to heaven if I were to jump on it. My sleepless night, spent worrying, is starting to catch up with me.

      Three clothing piles lie at the bottom, and I cross the dark wood floor until my feet meet a fluffy rug, my toes curling in appreciation. I haven’t seen my heels since Grumpy took them off of me last night.

      The first pile is a dress, folded. I pick it up, looking at it in the daylight streaming through the window. It’s black, simple, with an A-line flare to it. I hold it up to my body, nodding when it seems to stretch far enough around to fit.

      The next pile is some sweatpants and a T-shirt, a pair of underwear hidden underneath. Regular cotton underwear, purple with tiny pink hearts on the elastic band. They are cute and look like something I haven’t worn since middle school. They aren’t new, obviously, but I’m thankful at this point to have a change of clothes—and to still be alive.

      The last pile is a sleep set, silky and cool to the touch, and I want to put them on and slip under the covers. But I desperately need a shower first. I check the clock sitting on the bedside table and see it’s ten in the morning, but I don’t know that I can hold my eyes open for much longer.

      I start to panic when I think about closing them, wondering if nightmarish thoughts will keep me up again.

      What if they lured me up here to give me a false sense of security, and then they kill me in my sleep?

      I want to wear the sleep set, but it’s not practical for an escape, which is what I’m doing as soon as I get a shower. I grab the sweatpants, T-shirt, and purple underwear and walk through the door of the bathroom. I stop short, my mouth gaping as I stare. There’s a long vanity that spans two walls; the end of it is lower and has a lit-up mirror for applying makeup. A plush chair sits in front of it.

      A claw-foot tub sits in the middle of the bathroom, and a large stand-up shower is kitty-corner to it. I open the see-through glass door to the shower, staring at the assortment of sprayers. There are some in the ceiling—a round one right in the middle—and lines of them on the wall. It looks like some futuristic version of a shower, and I’m not even sure how to start it.

      I strip my torn dress from my body, letting it pool around my feet. My skin pebbles in the cool bathroom air. I look down, realizing the tiles aren’t cool underneath my feet.

      Heated floor.

      These people pay for unnecessary shit, but damn if I don’t appreciate it right now. I step in the shower and close the door behind me. Then, I look at the three levers I can pick from.

      I turn one, and immediately, I’m blasted by cold water from three sides. I scream bloody murder. I hastily turn it off as soon as the door to the bathroom flies open, and the guard from outside my door is standing there, staring at me, buck-ass naked in the shower.

      “Get the fuck out!” I scream at him, and he turns abruptly, pulling the door shut behind him.

      I stand there, shivering, as the first bark of manic laughter bursts from my throat. The look on his face was enough to tip me over the edge. My sleep-deprived brain told me it was a good idea to yell at someone who was keeping me locked in a room. I can’t believe he left, honestly. Not without first killing me on the spot for raising my voice like that.

      I’m sure he expected that I was being attacked or attacking someone, but instead, he got a full-frontal view of my lady bits, and I can’t seem to tamp down the erratic laughter coming from me.

      I think I might have officially lost it. I look at myself in the mirror, through the clear glass of the shower door, and I spot the dried blood on my upper lip and chin.

      My chortles soon turn to sobs as my back hits the wall of the shower, and I slide down it until I’m curled in on myself, my legs tucked underneath my arms. I let loose a stream of tears and snot that have been building for the last twelve hours.

      What have I done? What have I gotten myself into?

      I fucking killed someone last night.

      I’m being held in the Soltorre mansion, and I don’t know if I’ll ever step foot outside again. There’s no part of me that’s okay right now.

      I don’t know how long I sit at the bottom of the shower, but eventually, my tears dry up, and I’m left with a swollen, puffy face and a tension headache. I bathe myself as quickly as I can once I figure out how to turn the shower on; it’s like a waterfall, soothing my head as the warm water falls on me.

      I step out, grabbing the plush towel on the hanging rack, and wrap it around myself.

      Heated towel warmer.

      This is a far cry from my threadbare towel and the drafty shower in my apartment. But I won’t be sticking around to get used to it. I’m leaving as soon as I can find a way out. I dress quickly, sliding on the sweatpants and then shirt, and then I wander around the room, peeking out of the curtains. No bars to prevent me from getting out. Maybe they thought I wouldn’t try it on the second floor.

      I put my fingers underneath the windowsill and pull up. It doesn’t budge. I move to the next one and try it but same thing. None of the windows move.

      Did they glue them shut?

      I guess they are smarter than I gave them credit for.

      I sit down on the bed, staring around the room, and realize that I’m not getting out.
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      I don’t go visit her. It’s been two days, and I’m fixing my cuff links for the emergency meeting I’ve called with my father’s business partners—the other bosses of the families in Heywood. I’m getting ready instead of getting answers from Wryn.

      She throws me off-balance, and I don’t like it. It’s not something I’m used to experiencing, so I’m avoiding her. But I won’t admit it to anyone, especially not Geo when he brings it up. Which he has, several times. He keeps asking what I plan to do with her. I know his thoughts on the matter; he’s made it perfectly clear that he doesn’t trust her, but I can’t let myself get rid of her—not yet.

      “Car’s out front,” he says behind me.

      I turn to see him standing in the doorway to my room. He’s wearing his regular uniform, nothing out of place, and I almost envy him. He’s not an heir to his family legacy, like I am. His older brother, Joey, claims that spot. Which leaves him to take a job as my guard instead of taking over the proverbial seat at the table one day.

      Some people have choices. I’m not one of those people.

      “I’m ready,” I say as I straighten my suit jacket.

      As I go to walk past him, something hits my chest.

      “Put it on,” he says, and I look down to see the gun and chest holster he’s got plastered against my front.

      “What’s the magic word?” I ask, one eyebrow cocked as I reach up to take it from him.

      “No magic and no luck either, just be fucking ready for anything that could happen.”

      I grunt, and he steps back. I remove my jacket and strap the holster on. It’s not a foreign feeling. I’ve worn them before. But I’ve never been to the roundtable meeting. That’s what they fucking call it, like they are some sort of Arthurian legends.

      They are sick, old bastards who have run this place into the ground. They are a plague and need to be dealt with, one blow at a time, and the day I take them all out can’t come soon enough. But patience is my friend. I have to bide my time, play my cards right. Now that one of them is gone, it seems like the end isn’t so far away after all.

      It might sound callous for me to say that about my own father, but I held no love for him.

      I shrug my jacket back on and follow Geo down to the waiting car. I glance up at the window facing the side drive, knowing it’s hers, and I swear I see the curtain move.

      Is she watching me? Does she wonder what I’m doing, keeping her here?

      Let her wonder. She’s created a mess for me to clean up, and even if part of it was a favor, it still throws a wrench in my own plans.

      I climb into the car and run my thumb over my bottom lip in thought as we pull out of the private drive.

      “How do you think it will go?” Geo asks from the seat beside me.

      I glance over at him. Then, my eyes flicker to my driver, Don. I relocated my father’s old driver and picked a new one, but I’m still not sure who all I can trust.

      “No fucking clue. They will want answers.”

      “Will you give her up?”

      Hell no.

      “Maybe,” I say with a shrug.

      I’m sure Geo can see right through me. He’s always been an intuitive motherfucker.

      “Fernando says she’s been asking questions.”

      “Good. She should have to sit and wonder after the shit she pulled. What was she thinking, trying to take out someone like my father by herself? He would have definitely strangled her to death if I hadn’t shown up. A cornered dog is still a dog.”

      “She didn’t try; she succeeded, which is more than all of your other enemies can say. And more than you can say.”

      I repeat the thumb motion over my lip as I peer out the car window. Streetlights buzz past, and dark shadows follow us.

      “She didn’t succeed,” I say, turning back to Geo.

      He doesn’t appear surprised but merely waits for me to continue.

      “She started it, but I finished him. I stuck my thumb in the knife wound and pushed until I felt his windpipe give in. He was going to die either way.”

      I don’t know why I added the last part, like I’m trying to rationalize it. There’s no rationalizing a murder, deserved or not. He was a horrible person, but he was still a person. I’m the horrible person for feeling nothing about it. I haven’t felt guilty or upset. I’m just numb.

      Geo doesn’t say anything. I don’t expect him to.

      We ride in silence the rest of the way to the meeting place. The location changes for each meeting and is planned in advance so that each party has a chance to scout it out and confirm safety measures are in place. Both inside and outside. For being business partners, these men don’t fucking trust each other. But when you deal with the rich and the depraved, what is there to trust? There is only loyalty to the five families. But I’ve torn that loyalty to shreds with my actions against my own father.

      Especially today. Everyone will be suspicious of the man beside him, and there will be a thought that niggles in the back of each mind—It could have been you.

      I intend to use that to my gain.

      We pull up outside the building, and I glance up. It’s a gentlemen’s parlor. Well-known among the darker crowd. A “classy” strip club graces the front, but if you have the money and the proper friends, you can earn a ticket to the back rooms. A fact that my father showed me firsthand before I was even sixteen. It’s a place full of debauchery.

      We don’t enter through the front but a side door and are shown to a room. It’s dark and humid, and it smells faintly of body odor and largely of smoke. Not the most welcoming scents.

      Two men are already seated at the table, smoking cigars and talking.

      Paul is rotund. The jowls of his neck shake with his laughter, and his bulbous nose seems to take over half of his face. The other one, Vincent, is thinner—almost too thin—with a beak-like nose. Since I was a child, they’ve always reminded me of the two creatures who do Hades’s bidding in the animated movie Hercules.

      They stand briefly once they notice me in the doorway.

      “Connor, do come in. So sorry to hear about your loss,” Vincent says in a tone that implies he’s not sorry at all. He gestures to the table as if I were a child and he’s giving me permission to be here. I guess I am a child to him still. “Sit, sit.”

      I press my lips in a thin line and grasp the back of the chair in front of me. I sink into it, eyes on the two men across the table from me. I lean back, placing my hands on the armrests of the heavy wooden seat that matches the rest around the table.

      Paul and Vincent aren’t laughing anymore. They are eyeing me in silence. For all of Vincent’s bravado when I first walked in, no more pleasantries are exchanged. After all, it’s not a pleasant reason we are meeting in the first place.

      I check the time, seeing it’s five minutes after our agreed upon meeting time. The other two are late, which doesn’t surprise me.

      There’s no respect between men here, only respect for money. They might have held some sort of loyalty or friendship with my father, but I’m the new one in their small circle, not to be trusted. The five bosses came into this business with children who were already half-grown. It proved to be different, raising older children in this lifestyle than those who were truly born into it. We were raised in it but also held apart from it. They believe themselves invincible, as if we couldn’t rise up against them.

      I hold the keys to the largest chunk of the kingdom now, if Bertrand’s records are to be believed. I spent the last two days poring over his books, noting discrepancies and things that seemed fishy—mostly all of it. I think Bertrand has been screwing them out of a lot behind the scenes.

      The door opens again, revealing the last two men. Antonio—Geo’s father—and William enter. Geo nods to Antonio and then steps around him and out into the hallway before anything else can be said. No one says anything as the remaining two take their seats, and then Vincent pounds on the table.

      These roundtable meetings only happen between bosses of the five families, and now that I’m a boss, here I am. But I know my place. Or what they consider my place. I’ll let them prattle on and bluster all they want. I only wish to upend their whole lives, not their meeting.

      “Connor Soltorre, your father’s passing was unusual and, frankly, very sudden,” Vincent starts off.

      William pulls open his jacket and extracts a cigar. He lights the end, puffing on it, his cold eyes fastened on me. I used to shiver at his gaze when I was younger, but I’ve become hardened to it. I had to after he forced me to break someone’s finger for the first time. There’s no room for weak men in this life. Either you become tough or they break you and you never make it out alive.

      “Yes, we were all surprised,” I say.

      “Surprised? An odd word choice for the death of your own father,” Antonio says.

      I can feel the tension in the air, and I know I’m on the stand right now, standing trial. They are trying to decide if I had anything to do with it.

      It’s not a new story—the one where the son kills his father for power. But I don’t want power, not in that sense. I want answers and the power to make decisions for my own life.

      “Forgive me. We are all in a bit of shock. For the maid to find him like that,” I say, stopping and shaking my head. “In this life, we get used to death, to seeing it, inflicting it. But I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing my own family in that situation.” The words taste strange, coming out of my mouth.

      “Well, what’s done is done,” Antonio says, reaching down for a briefcase and extracting some files. He lays them on the table before him.

      I appreciate that he doesn’t mince words. I don’t like men who don’t say what they mean, who pussyfoot around—men like William. He tries to be clever, but it only makes him look like an idiot.

      “I’m assuming you called this meeting for business, not an inquisition.” Antonio glances around the circle and then clears his throat. “I’m the one who your father entrusted his will to, and now that we are gathered in this time to discuss it, I must ask if he has—that is, did he say anything to you regarding his wishes for you to take over in the event of his demise?”

      I narrow my eyes at Antonio, trying to read between the lines. I get the sense there is something more going on here, and I slowly feel anger rising in my chest. I feel like a fool, not even considering that my father would still have me jumping through hoops once he croaked, the sadistic bastard.

      “No, I am unaware of his wishes, beyond the inevitable that I become sole proprietor of Soltorre Enterprises and other businesses he conducted,” I say, tapping one finger on my armrest.

      I know everything about my father’s business ventures. He made sure I did since I would eventually be taking over. All except for the one venture I know he kept hidden from me.

      I stare Antonio down as he opens his papers, silently reading over them before glancing back up.

      “When the five of us formed this alliance between our families,” he finally says, “we put a clause in our wills that included our heir must be … married before receiving the full sum of our estate left to them.”

      The room is quiet as my eyes dart around.

      Married? Did I hear that correctly?

      “Why?” I ask, thoroughly confused.

      What does my marital status have to do with taking over the Soltorre family business?

      “Our first responsibility is to the family and ensuring that those families continue. Therefore, marriages must first be performed and consummated before the will kicks in.”

      “Consummated?”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem.” William chortles, his thick neck jiggling. “It wasn’t for any of us.”

      “I have no doubt your wife was thrilled,” I say drily, and he abruptly stops laughing. “How would you even know that it is consummated? Do you also stand inside the room, like some medieval virginity committee?”

      “Ah, no. We go more on good faith.”

      “Good faith?” I ask incredulously. “When have you men ever done anything on good faith?”

      “He has a point,” Vincent says with a nod. “There should be some sort of process.”

      “These wills are ironclad,” Antonio points out, raising an eyebrow at Vincent and shaking his head. “We aren’t changing anything. There are some stipulations.” He turns his attention back to me.

      “I’m listening.” I lean forward, clasping my hands on the table.

      “She will need to be baptized Catholic and reviewed and approved by us.”

      “You aren’t my matchmakers,” I growl.

      Antonio narrows his eyes at me. For all of his sincerity, I have to remember that he is a part of this and was my father’s friend. He’s not mine.

      “What business is it of yours who I marry as long as it’s done?”

      “We are your matchmakers if you want your inheritance and to know the full scope of your father’s business ventures. You have thirty days.”

      “Or what?”

      “There is no other choice,” Antonio says.

      “This is insane.”

      “It’s a safeguard.”

      “All to propagate the lines?”

      I can’t believe this. It’s madness. Essentially, they’ve agreed to dispose of an entire family in the business if their demands aren’t met.

      “What happens if I never marry? Or what’s to stop you from disapproving of any woman I bring forward, so you can take over?”

      “If you present us with a candidate who fits the criteria and has no black marks against her, we won’t disapprove,” Paul says, speaking up for the first time. “Your support in our business ventures is more of a perk than your money. We have plenty of that. If you never marry or you die before giving an heir, the business will go to Sylvia.”

      The men all make faces that don’t hide their disgust at that announcement, as if the thought of a woman boss is foreign to them. I think they also don’t want to be tied to Sylvia’s family in any way either. I want to point out that the only heir Vincent has is his daughter, Ginny. So, what will he do? If they are against women being in charge, he has a problem on his hands. But I don’t point it out.

      But I need the money. I can’t let it go to Sylvia. At least I know I’m pretty safe from them killing me.

      “Looks like you’d better start wife-hunting,” William says, leering at me.

      When our eyes meet, he winks, and I feel a surge of violence rise in my chest. I want to hurt him. I hate these men. I hate what they stand for and what I know—but can’t prove—they support.

      “Gentlemen,” I say, pushing to stand. I look them each in the eyes as I glance around the table. “It’s been a pleasure.”

      Antonio stands and throws me the file that has the paperwork in it, stating the terms of marriage, and I scoop it up.

      I stride from the room without looking back, my mind whirring with what they’ve saddled me with. When I called this meeting, I was expecting business details and papers, the inside scoop, information.

      Instead, I got treated like a child and was given orders.

      Fuck them and their rules.

      I won’t get anything until I get married? Otherwise, I’ll forfeit everything to Sylvia?

      I pull the door open, and Geo immediately straightens. I jerk my head to the side, and he nods, speaking into an earpiece. Then, we leave the back room at the gentlemen’s club.

      I’m thankful that Geo doesn’t ask any questions on the drive. I don’t think I could even talk right now, stunned as I am.

      Where the fuck will I find a woman to marry in thirty days?

      But I smile when I realize what was left out. They didn’t say I had to stay married.
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      I open my eyes the second morning I’m here and fight down a scream. A girl is hovering over me, her eyes narrow and focused in on my face. Her long hair brushes my chest, and she has me pinned in with her arms and legs.

      “Who are you?” I croak out, my voice still thick with sleep. I’m trying to scramble up, but I can’t get my arms out from under the comforter.

      “Who are you?” she fires back, and I try to shrink further into my pillow.

      “I asked you first,” I say, feeling like a child, but she’s freaking me out. “And why are you on top of me? How did you get in here?”

      I glance toward my door, but it’s closed, the guard still presumably outside. There are two of them that switch out days, and neither will talk to me.

      “Fern let me in,” she says, and I wrinkle my nose.

      “Fern?”

      “Fernando. The guy at your door.”

      Ah, the one who saw me in all my glory and now can’t look me in the eyes when I pop my head outside.

      “My warden, you mean?” I say sarcastically, not really expecting an answer.

      She finally rolls off of me, landing at my side, and she props herself up on her elbow as she continues to watch me.

      “So, who are you?”

      “Lilliana. Pleasure,” she says, her voice light and airy.

      She holds out her free hand for me to shake. I hesitantly take it and give it a quick pump before dropping it.

      This is weird.

      “I’m Wryn,” I say, and she nods and then sits up, crossing her legs.

      “I’ve never had another girl in the house,” she says.

      “Are you a relative of Connor’s?” I ask, trying to figure out what the relation is.

      She’s young, compared to him.

      “He’s my brother,” she says simply, and my lips purse as I search her face for any resemblance. “We don’t have the same mom.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “Our father died, and the funeral is tomorrow.”

      Well, shit.

      I never really paused to consider the full implication of what my actions would cause. It feels so weird—to be the reason for the funeral and her not even know it. I can’t decide if she is sad about it. The way she talks is so to the point. She’s young, but she has an old-soul feel about her.

      “I’m sorry,” I reply, not really sure what else to say.

      I’m sorry I stuck a knife in your father’s throat?

      “It’s okay. I didn’t really see him that much. I don’t guess it will be any different around here now.”

      My heart breaks for this girl. She seems like she’s maybe barely in high school, and she’s already so unemotional toward death—her own father’s death. It makes me wonder what her life has been like.

      “You live here?”

      “Yeah. Why are you here?” She leans in, widening her eyes. It’s freaky. She’s got really deep, dark brown eyes that seem almost like they are trying to suck me in and take my soul.

      I lean back instinctively.

      “I’m a guest, kind of,” I say, and she presses her lips into a thin line.

      “We don’t have guests, not like you. Mostly, they’re old or men or both. But I think that might change now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because,” she says, shrugging. “You want to get out of here?”

      “Like, this room?”

      She nods, and I sit up suddenly.

      “Yes, absolutely.”

      “I thought maybe you were shy since you haven’t come out in a few days.”

      “Uh, no.”

      I don’t really know how to explain to her that her brother has me locked up in here with no foreseeable release date. I haven’t even seen him since he left me in the basement room. The first day, I jumped at every noise, thinking they were coming for me. Thinking it was my end. But now, I’m more bored with a tinge of fear.

      I get up from the bed, and Lilliana follows. She cocks her head to the side as she studies my outfit.

      “That’s mine,” she says simply.

      I take her in. I guess we are around the same size even though she’s quite a bit younger than me. I’m bigger in the chest area, but other than that, good eye, Grumpy.

      “Yeah, your brother’s guy thought I could use it since I didn’t have any extra clothes with me.”

      “Geo?”

      So, Grumpy has a name.

      “Sure,” I say, and she merely nods again.

      This is such a strange encounter.

      “Well, come on.” She glides across the floor.

      Her posture is impeccable, and I’m in awe of how light her footsteps are when I sound like a herd of elephants on my own two feet. She opens the door while I hover behind her. Fernando turns and spots us.

      “Fern,” she says, a soft smile on her face, “I’m taking our guest here to the kitchen for some breakfast.”

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Miss LA,” he says.

      I shift back and forth on my feet. I need to pee, and I don’t know why I didn’t go before staring freedom in the face.

      “Okay. But only to the kitchen and then straight back. You have thirty minutes.”

      She pats him on the arm as she strolls by, and I give him a narrow look as I pass. He still won’t meet my eyes. I assumed he would be tough, seasoned, weathered by working here, but by the way he’s treating me, it seems like he has never seen a naked woman. Whatever. I’m out of that room for the first time in twenty-four-plus hours, and I couldn’t be happier that I don’t have to order up breakfast and eat by myself. Maybe now, I can plan an escape route once I figure out the lay of the house.

      I follow Lilliana down the hallway, and instead of going down the main staircase, we continue past it. She pushes open a doorway at the end, revealing a back staircase. As we step off the last step, she opens another door, and there, straight in front of us, is the kitchen.

      “Hello, Miss Lilliana,” a cheery voice greets us as we enter the bright kitchen.

      All of the surfaces gleam, clean and fresh, and the woman that was rolling dough when I came through here last is pulling what looks like fresh bagels from the oven and setting them on a cooling rack.

      “Hey, Brigette,” Lilliana greets her back and then pulls out a stool that is tucked under a small wooden table set off to the side. “I’ve brought company.”

      Brigette’s eyes land on me, and to her credit, she doesn’t look surprised, but she does look at me warily. “Welcome,” is all she says, the earlier brightness gone from her voice.

      I give a small wave, unsure of how to respond or act around these people. I guess Connor kept his word and hasn’t told a soul about my true reasons for being here. And I’m still alive, so he must need me for something. If he’s looking for information, he’s going to be very disappointed that this wasn’t an elaborate scheme by his enemies. Just the vendetta of one girl, avenging her best friend.

      Oh, Rubes, where are you?

      Brigette lays steaming hot bagels in front of us and then several dishes of cream cheese and garnish. “Strawberry, regular, chive and onion,” she says, pointing at the individual containers and then smiling at us. “Dig in.”

      “She makes the best bagels,” Lilliana says, and she grabs the strawberry cream cheese and slathers a healthy amount on hers.

      We eat in silence until I can’t stand it anymore and ask her where the closest bathroom is.

      “In the hall. Take that door and turn right. It’s the first door.”

      I climb off my stool and waddle-walk out of the kitchen. I find the bathroom, do my business, and wash my hands, breathing a sigh of relief.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, looking over my wild, bed-mussed hair and the silky, barely there sleep set that I finally wore when I figured out there was no escaping. Not for my lack of trying.

      Surprisingly, I don’t look as worn or haggard as I usually do without makeup. Maybe the lazy, regular-nutritious-meals, stuck-in-my-room, and do-nothing life agrees with me.

      I finger-comb my hair, trying to smooth some of the snarls, and then touch my cheek, where a soft pink blooms, looking healthy. It’s a wonder what several days of nothing can do for a body. Not like when I was working two jobs to pay rent, living on ramen and a prayer, while stress ate up every corner of my brain.

      I wish I had my cell phone, but I left it in my car when I stashed it on the edge of the property, so I’m sure it’s in Connor’s or Geo’s possession now. The first day I was here, I scoured my entire room twice for anything of use but found nothing. Not even something to entertain me, except for a worn copy of a fairy tale book in the bedside table drawer. I’ve read it cover to cover, which is strange since I can’t remember the last time I sat down and read a book.

      I drop down on my haunches and open the cabinet underneath the sink. There are only a few towels, toilet paper, and some cleaning supplies. I guess I could use the chemicals as a weapon, but I’d rather have something that would fit easily underneath my pillow. It would be kind of lumpy to sleep on a bottle of solution.

      With a sigh, I rise and turn to open the bathroom, coming face-to-face with Connor and Geo, who are walking by, deep in conversation. They abruptly quit talking and stare at me.

      “What are you doing here?” Connor finally asks after I watch his eyes flit down my body and then quickly come back up, focusing on my face and nowhere else.

      “I’m using the bathroom,” I say, gesturing behind me. My heart is beating fast, and I’m not sure if it’s from being caught outside of my room or Connor’s close proximity.

      “Why aren’t you in your room?”

      I shake my head and don’t reply. I don’t want to rat out Lilliana for being nice to me, so I stand there and clasp my hands together.

      Connor turns to Geo and mutters, “Remind me to have a talk with Fernando.”

      “Don’t blame Fernando,” I say.

      Just then, a trilling laugh comes from the kitchen, and Connor’s attention is diverted.

      “Ah,” he says cryptically, shaking his head.

      I grab his arm as he goes to step around me, surprising us both. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe it’s the protector in me. Geo steps forward, and Connor holds up his other hand slightly in a bid to stop him.

      I find my voice and say, “Please don’t. She’s been nice to me.”

      His eyes focus on where my hand connects us before he slowly lifts his gaze to mine.

      “Don’t presume to tell me what to do in my own house,” he says, his voice lethally calm, and I drop my hand like I’ve been burned. “I expect you at dinner tonight. Wear the dress.”

      With one more piercing look, he strides away, and I reach up to press one palm to my burning cheek. I can’t believe I touched him.

      I watch as he continues by the kitchen door, not stopping to berate his sister for breaking the prisoner out of her cell. I try to smile to myself, but my lips shake. Connor doesn’t seem like one to take advice from others. And this interaction proves that I need to be careful. Just because he has let me live this long doesn’t mean that I’ll get to continue living.

      I step back into the kitchen, greeted by Lilliana’s soft smile as she finishes the last of her breakfast.

      “Our thirty minutes are almost up,” she says, her head tilted apologetically.

      “That’s okay. Thanks for the food, Brigette,” I say to the humming woman, and she gives me a small smile. Not very warm, but it’s a start.

      For all of Connor’s assholeishness, the rest of the people I’ve met so far have been semi-nice to me.

      I expected to hate everyone here, to have this fire inside of me stoked over and over with bad situations and people who probably wanted to kill me, but I find myself softening toward some of them, and I don’t know if that’s a good thing.

      Is this what Stockholm syndrome is like—where you start to like your kidnappers? If so, I need to get ahold of myself and focus on the plan. Get info. Escape. Ruby is depending on me.

      I follow Lilliana back the same way we came, trying to peer into doorways that we pass but I can’t really see anything. The interior of this house is so dark; it’s like being in a cave at times. I like the light. I like to see what’s around me and where I’m going, not skulking around in the shadows. But lately, my life is all darkness and shadows, it seems.

      Fernando checks his watch, his face pulled into a surly frown as I pass him.

      “Right on time,” he says, turning a smile toward Lilliana, and I press my lips into a line.

      Interesting. I wonder if Connor knows about Fernando’s little crush. I can’t get a read on Connor’s thoughts on anything.

      Does he even like his family? Is he protective of his sister?

      I haven’t seen him interact with anyone other than Geo, and what I’ve seen so far of his personality leaves a lot to be desired. No matter how he makes my body react. It’s the way he looks and maybe the way he looks at me sometimes. I can see the spark in his deep brown eyes.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure that you got away with letting the prisoner escape,” I mutter under my breath.

      Fernando jerks his attention to me, a frown once again turning his mouth down. He checks the hallway behind us and then pushes the door open.

      “Get inside,” he says gruffly, and I know he knows he messed up.

      He probably had strict instructions to keep me inside, and here, a dark-haired angel came and got him to disobey his commander. How easily men fall at the promise of a soft touch and some pussy. It’s why women are easily the stronger sex.

      Take that, Bertrand. You ass.

      “Well, I’ll leave you here,” Lilliana says, pulling me into a hug, and the shock of it causes me to stumble slightly before I awkwardly wrap my arms around her. She’s so delicate; I feel like even I could crush her with too hard of a squeeze. “I’ll be back another time.” She winks and turns, and then she’s gone.

      I pinch myself to see if I imagined the last forty minutes or so.
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      I stand in the bathroom. It seems to be a theme these days—staring at myself in bathroom mirrors. It’s not like I have a lot to do otherwise, except start my book over, which I’ve done. I’m earmarking pages that I like since I don’t have anything to write with. I think I’ll take it with me when I get out … if I get out. After the rap sheet I’ve built up, stealing a book seems like such a small offense.

      I smooth the black dress over me, twisting and turning in some sick need to look my best for dinner. I’m putting it on like armor, steeling myself for whatever will be thrown my way. I wonder if it will be us or if Lilliana will be there. I think I desperately want her there. Surely, he wouldn’t try and kill me with his sister present.

      I lean in, raking my teeth over both lips to plump them and give them a deeper color. Once I run my fingers through my hair, I sigh. It’s the best I can do with no makeup or personal-care items. I’ve been brushing my teeth with toothpaste on my fingers.

      “A woman’s best defense against a man is her appearance,” one of my foster mothers used to say as she got ready for another night out.

      I remember sitting on the side of the vanity as I watched her put her face on. Fascinated by the colorful eye shadow and the way she could transform her appearance. I think that’s a woman’s greatest weapon—the way she can transform herself from one thing to another.

      I feel woefully unprepared for this war I’m entering. And I think that was done on purpose. Even prisoners are given more than I have been. But all bets are off when you are in the dark underbelly of the Mafia with a target on your back.

      My bare feet pad across the wooden floor, and I stop in front of my closed door, taking a deep breath. I grasp the knob, half-expecting it to not turn because it’s locked from the outside but it does, and my eyes instantly find my heels from the other night placed in front.

      Ah, my old nemesis.

      I bend down and grab them, aware of Fernando’s eyes on me as I slip my feet in and secure the straps around my ankles. I stand and look at him, watching as his eyes dart away.

      “Let’s go,” he says, clearing his throat and motioning for me to go in front of him.

      He stops outside two large oak doors that look like they should lead into a ballroom, but when he opens the right door, it’s actually a normal-sized dining room. The table is long with twelve chairs around it, a large floral spray is in the center, and there are three places set. One at the end and to the left and right along the sides.

      I look around, and once I see that I’m alone, I take a second to wander the room, looking at the paintings on the walls. I don’t know anything about art, but they look fancy and expensive. I bet the price of one would cover an entire year of rent—or maybe multiple years—at my apartment.

      I run a finger along the bottom of a gilded frame, staring up at the scene. A boat, tossing on wild waves. It’s how I feel inside—unmoored, angry, and unstable.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Connor’s deep voice right behind my shoulder has me whirling and backing up against the long side table, right underneath the painting.

      He’s in my space, so close that his cologne assaults my senses. I want to breathe him in and get away from him simultaneously. His nearness makes my skin prickle and the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

      I feel like a cornered cat, my hackles raised and claws extended, as my fingers grip the wood behind me.

      “Yes,” I say, swallowing thickly.

      He looks up at the painting. He’s holding a glass of something dark brown, and his other hand is stuffed in his pocket. The picture of ease as his dark eyes scan something he probably knows by memory. I would if I lived here.

      “It’s an accurate hand-painted copy of The Storm on the Sea of Galilee by Rembrandt. My father bought it for Sylvia when they were married, which I always thought was odd. Who gives a ship on a storm as a wedding present?”

      I feel like there’s so much to unpack in that statement. Sylvia must be Lilliana’s mother.

      And what does it mean to give such an ambiguous gift to your new wife?

      “How old were you when they were married?” I ask instead.

      He swirls his liquid, still staring at the boat instead of looking at me. I get the sense that he’s not fully with me in this room right now. After a few moments, he glances down and then takes a sip.

      “I was ten.”

      I can smell the liquor that glistens slightly on his lip. I don’t think this is his first glass.

      “Oh, that’s young.”

      “Not in our world.” His tone makes me pause, and I find myself leaning forward now, deeper into his bubble, like he’s pulling me to him. There’s a sadness leaking from his words, but he must realize it because he suddenly steps back, taking his warmth from me, and I find myself off-kilter.
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      Her proximity is too much for me to handle, especially in my slightly inebriated state. It was a stupid decision to drink this afternoon, especially when I knew what I was about to do this evening, but I couldn’t help it. I was drawn to the decanter by my father’s desk, partaking in one too many glasses and then finally ordering food from Brigette to soak up some of it.

      I’m not quite drunk now, but I’m definitely buzzing, and the way she looks right now in the simple black dress and those same fucking heels, pressed against the table, her eyes wide and unblinking as she stares up at me, is dangerous. She’s merely a means to an end for me at this point, a way for me to get what I want, and I can’t do anything to fuck it up, so I find myself stepping back, leaving her side, and taking another sip of my drink. I don’t truly know her, and that’s for the best.

      I walk to my spot at the table and jerk the chair out a touch too hard. Then, I sit, not daring to see if she’s moved. The door opens, and I glance up to see Lilliana enter. I smile and stand to pull her in for a hug. Then, I gesture to the seat on my right, and we both sit. I raise my eyebrows toward Wryn, waiting while my fingers tap on the armrest of my heavy wooden chair. She takes the seat on my left, and then we all sit there in silence until Lilliana clears her throat.

      “Brigette made roast tonight. It’s my favorite,” she says, smiling at Wryn as she flaps out her cloth napkin and places it in her lap.

      I can always count on my sister to be the cheerful one in the room, making people feel at ease, chattering and charming. We are complete opposites, but I love her all the same.

      “Oh,” is all Wryn says, copying her motions and putting her own napkin in her lap.

      I notice she’s a little jumpy. I would be, too, if I was being held in a guarded room and then invited to dinner. She must be wondering why.

      “Will anyone else be joining us?”

      “No, my mother is unavailable tonight,” Lilliana says.

      I continue to lean to the side, propped on my elbow and still holding my glass. I frown when I realize that it’s almost empty.

      “I see.” Wryn opens her mouth to say something else, but she’s cut off by Brigette entering from the side door, salads in hand and a happy look on her face as she bustles around, laying them in front of us.

      “Enjoy,” she chirps before disappearing as fast as she appeared.

      “Why am I here?” Wryn asks, staring down at the lettuce like it personally offended her.

      “Do you not like salad?” I ask, pointing at her plate with my fork, ignoring her question.

      “I like it fine. I want to know why I was invited to family dinner. I’m neither a guest nor family.” She pierces me with a look the entire time she’s talking, and I can’t pull my eyes away from her.

      She doesn’t have any makeup on, and her hair hasn’t seen a brush since she got here. But there’s something about her that calls to me like a siren calls to sailors, and I know if I listen, I’ll crash my boat to my death. I regard the painting behind her, imagining myself being tossed about on those same waves.

      “Who said you weren’t a guest?” I ask.

      She widens her eyes and then presses her lips into a thin line. She picks up her fork, spearing a piece of lettuce and bringing it to her mouth. I watch her chew, trying to figure out how she’s going to take the bomb I’m about to drop on her.

      “You did—by locking me in my room for two days with not even the bare necessities, except for one book.” Her jumpiness is gone, replaced by a bold and confident aura, like the night at Blue Light when we met.

      “A book?”

      “A book of fairy tales.”

      “Ah. Have you read it?”

      “I have now,” she says, taking another bite.

      I can feel Lilliana’s eyes ping-ponging between us as she tries to keep up with the conversation, but she doesn’t ask any questions. She was, after all, raised by our father, who wouldn’t approve of her butting in. I hope he didn’t break her spirit like he tried to break mine. Maybe he succeeded. I’m not really sure at this point.

      I know that he’s still trying to break me from beyond the grave, but maybe part of that is my fault. I don’t have to pick this she-devil in front of me. But I want to. God help me, I want to. Even Geo thinks I shouldn’t do it; he doesn’t trust her—and for good reason. But I think that we both have too much to lose for it not to work. It’s a good business decision.

      I swirl my glass once more before tossing back the remaining contents and swallowing. The burn steels me for what I’m about to say.

      “You’re going to marry me.” The words burst out of me, and a tiny part of me is excited to see the fire that will light her eyes at my declaration.

      I will make her fit into the mold of my perfect wife if it’s the last thing I do. She owes me a debt, and I’m collecting.

      The clatter of her fork hitting the plate rings out in the silent room, and slowly—so damn slowly—her eyes rise to meet mine.

      “Excuse me? I thought I heard you say the words you, me, and marry in the same sentence.”

      “I did,” I say with a curt nod, confirming that she heard me correctly.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would I marry you?”

      “Because I said so,” I say. I’ve missed that fiery look in her eyes, and I’m enjoying seeing it now.

      “Have you lost your damn mind?” she asks.

      She covers her mouth as I hear Lilliana gasp across the table.

      “No, I’m still very much in possession of it.”

      “I can’t marry you.” Wryn shakes her head, pushing back from the table and awkwardly standing half up from the chair when it doesn’t move as far back as she needs it to. She gets off-balance and sits back down—hard. “Fucking heels,” she mutters, shoving back again. Finally, the chair shifts again on the carpet, and she stands. “I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth, you pompous ass.”

      Silence descends around us as what she said sinks in. I watch her face as she processes that she called me an ass and what that could mean for her.

      I’m not amused now. I didn’t think Wryn would take it well, but I thought she’d possibly use that pretty little head of hers to think and realize there was more going on here than what was on the surface. I don’t know why; it’s not like she’s a mind reader. I want something in my life to be easy for once, I guess. Including asking—no, telling someone they have to marry me.

      “I’ve been called worse,” I say, sounding bored. I’m anything but. As much as I want easy right now, I have to say, I’m intrigued by her. “Now, sit down.”

      She stares at me, and I don’t break eye contact the whole time. I can see the war of emotions flitting across her eyes as she tries to decide what she wants to do. She knows I have her, that she can’t go anywhere.

      She can’t be involved in this life without a spine of steel. The women in the Mafia are usually born and bred to be seen and not heard, but a new wave is coming. One where the women are as fearsome as the men, maybe more so.

      I don’t want some simpering fool at my side, and I don’t think Wryn is one. I don’t want a demure wife, but I know the men will expect her to be one. It might take some work, but I think I can convince her to act like one, if only for her vested interest in what I can do for her.

      Not that Wryn will be at my side for long. I intend to give her, her freedom once her debt is paid. She might have thought she got away with murdering my father because I haven’t killed her, but maybe now, she’s wishing she were dead.

      The thought makes me smile.

      “What are you laughing at?” she finally asks.

      I raise one eyebrow. “I wasn’t aware I was laughing.”

      “You were smiling.”

      “Not the same thing.”

      “I think you were laughing on the inside. Is this a game to you?”

      “I can assure you that this is no game. Sit. Down.” My tone turns lethal, and I’ve finally had enough.

      After a moment where she looks wildly around the room, she finally grasps the armrests, sinks into the chair, and pulls it back up to the table. She picks up her fork, sliding lettuce around her plate.

      “You aren’t very good at proposals,” she says finally, and I hear Lilliana snort.

      I regret inviting her to this dinner. I thought it would be a good way to ensure that Wryn wouldn’t try to stick a knife in my own throat. But now, it’s annoying.

      “It’s my first one,” I say with a shrug, and the room descends into silence again.

      The side door opens, and Brigette clears our plates, humming to herself, clearly unaware of the extremely tense air in the room. She leaves, and a minute later, she is back, setting our roast in front of us.

      I immediately dig in, starving, even after my earlier meal.

      “Why me?” Wryn asks, and without even looking at her, I continue to eat. “You owe me answers.”

      I drop my fork, my hands opening and then flexing. She has the good sense to look scared at my sudden change in temperament. Even Lilliana pauses to watch.

      “Do I?” I ask calmly. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s to look calm and unaffected by things, even when a storm is raging inside me. “Do I owe you anything, Wryn? I believe it is you who owes me. Let me be very clear. This is a business transaction. You will fulfill your part and pay your debt, and in the meantime, you won’t ask any more damn questions. Is that clear?” I scrutinize her, making sure my words sink in.

      She curtly nods once.

      “Good. Eat your food. It’s almost time for Cinderella to return home before she turns into a pumpkin.” I smile at her with all of my teeth, hoping I look as crazy as I feel. I can sense Lilliana’s confused gaze on me.

      “At least Cinderella got a prince,” Wryn mutters, and I glance at her sharply. “I feel more like Little Red Riding Hood.”

      Instantly, I’m transported back to Miss Lulah’s house. I can see the bookshelves, feel the cracked leather spines underneath my fingers, smell the tang of iron blood on the air.

      “Scared of the Big Bad Wolf?” I ask, leaning in. When she doesn’t answer, I pick up another piece of roast. “You should be.” I bite into it and lick the juice from my lips. “No princes here, I’m afraid.” I shrug and tap the side of my watch, pressing a button that summons security.

      Not two seconds later, the door opens, and the guards, Jimmy and Fernando, stride in. I nod toward Wryn, and they stand behind her chair, pulling it back and startling her.

      “I’m not done eating,” she says, reaching for her plate.

      “Too bad,” I say. “Clock struck twelve.”

      I don’t watch as they haul her from the room, but I flinch slightly as the door shuts behind them. I can still feel my sister’s attention on me, and finally, I give her what she wants.

      “What?” I bark at her, ashamed of doing it once she jumps.

      But she leans forward, her fingers fiddling with the napkin in her lap.

      “What’s going on?” she asks softly.

      I shake my head. “Nothing to concern yourself over,” I say.

      The look of fury that passes over her face has me pausing.

      “No,” she says sternly. “You won’t treat me like that. I won’t be talked down to any longer.” She stands suddenly, the napkin falling from her hands.

      After blowing out a long breath, as if trying to steady herself, she turns and leaves me alone, making me feel like a piece of shit. I did to her what our father always did to me—made her feel small, insignificant—and I’ll be damned if I turn out like him.

      I push my plate away in disgust, sliding down in my chair and clasping my hands over my stomach. My eyes find the ship again. Dissecting it, I try to figure it out, but I can’t. I can only imagine the artist felt like me when he painted it.

      I pick up my knife and hurl it straight for the ship, satisfaction coursing through me when it hits true, hilt sticking out the middle of the canvas. But I don’t feel any relief from my own tumultuous thoughts. I stand, stalking toward it, and grasp one corner, pulling up until it comes off the wall, crashing to the floor. I yank the knife, ripping a large tear down the center of it, and turn when a gasp sounds from behind me.

      “Sorry, Brigette,” I say to the stunned woman, who is staring at the scene with wide eyes. “I’ll get the mess cleaned up.”

      I stand, placing the knife back on the table beside the half-eaten dinners, and stride from the room.
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      “Get up.” The gruff voice barking at me has my eyes flying open and hands rising in a defensive position.

      I blink a few times at the brightness and realize I forgot to close my curtains last night, so the room is unusually sunny for the morning. It faces east, so I get the early morning sun blazing in the windows, which I normally like because I’m like a cat and I curl up in the rays to nap. But this morning, when I’m rudely yelled at, it’s not so fun.

      “What’s going on?” I ask and sit up to see Connor standing at the end of my bed.

      He’s dressed in a dark suit that fits him just right, black tie, and his curly, dark hair is brushed and tamed to look presentable. I let my gaze rake over him for a long moment. He looks delicious.

      What? No, he doesn’t.

      I frown at my internal thoughts.

      Then, I notice he’s scowling at me.

      “You are going to the funeral.”

      “What? No, I’m not going to your father’s funeral.”

      “Yes, you are. Get up.”

      “Can’t you see how messed up that is? You can’t take your dad’s murderer to the funeral.”

      “I can do anything I damn well please. There’s a new dress hanging in the closet.”

      “What? How is there a new dress?”

      “I had it delivered last night.”

      “While I was sleeping?”

      I watch him stalk around the side of the bed, his long suit-clad legs eating up the distance between us. He bends over me, placing both hands on either side of my body, which is still mostly covered by the sheet I’m under, and he lowers his face to mine. If he didn’t look like a hurricane about to blow me away, he would resemble someone about to kiss me.

      I could arch my neck up just a bit, and our mouths would touch.

      I frown, wondering where that thought even came from.

      I don’t want to kiss him. Do I?

      No.

      I hate him.

      Or at the very least, I can’t stand him. He’s everything I detest.

      So, why is my body not getting the message?

      I study him—the full lips, the bottom slightly larger than the top—and then I see him licking the shiny juice from them last night. That’s probably what he would look like if he went down on me. His head between my thighs, me glistening on those stupid, too pretty for a guy lips.

      “Let’s get one thing straight,” he whispers.

      I try not to breathe too fast because I probably have dragon morning breath.

      “This room is mine. This house is mine. You are mine, Little Bird. Don’t be worried about what happens because you can’t control it. You belong to me for as long as I say because I know things about you that you probably don’t want told.”

      Did he just give me a nickname?

      “I know things about you, Connor Soltorre,” I fire back, morning breath be damned.

      He doesn’t move.

      “And who will they believe? The new girl, the one who has been poking her nose where she doesn’t belong, or me?”

      He grins, and his eyes dip to my lips briefly. I can’t tell if there’s any emotion behind it or if it’s merely a reflex. Maybe he gets off on asserting dominance.

      Maybe I get off on it too.

      I rub my legs together slightly, the uncomfortable feeling blooming between them.

      He’s right though. I’d be the one to hang. Maybe this whole arrangement is the safety net I didn’t see coming. He can’t marry a dead girl.

      “I don’t understand,” I say softly this time. The anger ebbing from my body. Maybe he’s saving me in some strange way. “Why are you keeping me here, alive, after what I did?”

      “It serves a purpose for me to keep you alive, and once you no longer serve that purpose, I don’t care what happens to you.”

      He pushes back, letting the light flood between us once more. The whole time he was hovering over me, my focus was tunneled in, and now, I feel like I am waking up from a trance. I suck in a deep breath.

      “Get ready. You have forty-five minutes, and then Fernando will bring you downstairs. I left a bag on the end of the bed. Put some makeup on and brush your damn teeth.”

      Screw him. I knew my breath stank.

      I wait until the door thuds behind him before I throw off the covers. The chilly air immediately makes my skin pebble with goose bumps. I was heated last night after the dinner where Connor dropped a bomb on me, and I slept in nothing—a fact I almost wanted Connor to find out when he was over me. I think our chemistry would be explosive. But beyond glancing at my mouth, he didn’t show much interest in discovering what was beneath the covers.

      I grab the bag on my bed and head for the bathroom. There’s some makeup, some hair ties, a hairbrush, and a toothbrush, and as I dig through it again, my fingers find a hard plastic handle. I pull it out, my eyebrows rising in surprise at the disposable razor. I glance down at my legs, which are definitely starting to sprout, and then reach to turn the fancy shower on. I finally figured it out fully after not having much to do for days on end.

      I jump in and clean myself, and then I take some time to shave my legs and armpits. It feels nice to have smooth skin again. Once I towel off, I brush my hair and then twist it up in a low bun since I have no way of drying it and it’s definitely not going to air-dry in forty-five minutes.

      I dab concealer underneath my eyes and run some mascara over my lashes. Then, I brush my teeth and swipe the lip gloss on and smile at myself in the mirror. I look decent, maybe even better than decent.

      The dress hanging beside my other dress in the closet is stunning. I pull it out, my jaw dropping at the price tag still on it.

      Fourteen hundred dollars?

      I’ve never owned anything that was even one-fourth the price of this. Most of my clothing came from thrift shops and bargain stores.

      You don’t own this dress, Wryn, I remind myself.

      I quickly pop the tag off and slip it on. It’s tight but not indecent. It fits me perfectly, and I find that weird—that someone could eyeball me and buy the exact size and fit that I needed. I wonder who did the shopping.

      I put my heels on again and then look in the mirror. I look refined, dignified, like someone in mourning.

      But I’m not. I don’t lie awake at night, regretting my actions. Even though nightmares keep me up. It’s a consequence I have to live with now. Seeing his face when I close my eyes. Seeing him fall to the ground, gasping for breath. I know Bertrand Soltorre had something to do with Ruby’s disappearance, and I’m not sorry the bastard is dead. I’m only sorry I got caught.

      The door opens, and Fernando stands there, arms crossed. He glares at me, and I feel the shift in his feelings toward me since yesterday. He must have gotten in trouble.

      “Let’s go,” he says and swiftly turns, walking ahead of me.

      We follow the same back stairs that lead to the kitchen, but this time, we pass the door and head to another one. Fernando opens it, and I glance out, seeing a black SUV parked right beside it. I breathe deeply, the morning air greeting me, and I smile, stepping outside in the light. It feels nice to be out here today. Even if I’m going somewhere I desperately don’t want to be going.

      A man opens the side door, and I climb up, startled when I see Connor already seated across from me.

      He’s got papers strewn on his lap, and he gives me a cursory glance before looking back down. He must think I’m presentable because he nods to the driver, who climbs up front, and we leave.

      “Where is Lilliana?” I ask, and he continues to write something down.

      “With her mother,” he says, not offering any other response.

      I sit back and turn my attention to the window. I see that my car is gone once we pull off the property. Tire tracks run from the wooded area to the road, showing that it was either driven out or towed.

      “Where is my car?”

      “In the garage. It should be totaled. The thing is junk.”

      “Not all of us grew up with a silver spoon in our mouth,” I retort back, feeling offended on behalf of my car. I scrimped and saved to buy that hunk of junk, and I love it.

      “Is that what you think my life has been like?” Connor asks, suddenly putting his papers down and turning his full attention on me.

      I don’t like it. I wasn’t thinking he would engage me, but now, here we are, and I can’t escape—unless I want to tuck and roll out of a moving vehicle.

      “Yes,” I say, sticking to my guns. I fidget with my hands, trying to figure out what to do with them before sticking them underneath my legs.

      His mouth twitches but not like he’s going to smile; it’s an angry twitch, if there’s any such thing.

      “So, you haven’t had everything you’ve ever wanted handed to you?” I widen my eyes, waiting for him to deny it.

      “No, my family has always been quite wealthy,” he says, his jaw flexing as he grinds his teeth down. “But that doesn’t mean I’ve always benefited from that, and I’ve not been coddled. The means provided by our family’s wealth doesn’t lend itself to a carefree lifestyle. I definitely wouldn’t have chosen this life.”

      “Only the rich can say that. You don’t know what the other ninety-nine percent live like,” I shoot back because it makes me angry when he says he wouldn’t have chosen this life. It’s a lie. Literally everyone would choose a rich life over one where they didn’t know if they were going to eat that day.

      “Did your own father have you strapped to a chair and burned with cigarettes after you openly cried the first time?” he asks, and I freeze, imagining what that would be like. “I was eight. And I’ve still got the scars. Five of them—from each of the men in the families. They circled me and got to burn me to teach me a lesson.”

      “Did it?” I whisper. “Teach you a lesson?”

      “I haven’t ever cried again.”

      We remain staring at each other, neither willing to break eye contact first. I can see his pulse pounding in his neck, telling me how hard it was for him to admit something like that.

      “I don’t want you feeling sorry for me. But don’t judge other people when you know nothing about them.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you. I feel angry,” I say honestly, and he sucks in a sharp breath. “Are you sorry your father is dead?” I shock myself by asking. This feels personal, this whole conversation, and it sends an alarm blaring through my brain. I don’t want to get close to him. I want to get away from him.

      He doesn’t answer me. Instead, he shuffles his papers and looks back down at them. I take that as a sign to shut the hell up, so I do.
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      The service is being held at St. Frederick’s Catholic Church, the most prestigious and beautiful church in Heywood. I’m surprised that half of those attending didn’t erupt into fire as soon as they entered, myself included.

      I can hear the whispers all around us, no doubt wondering who I am.

      “Why does Connor have a strange woman sitting beside him along with Lilliana and Sylvia?”

      “Who is she?”

      “It’s in poor taste to bring a stranger to a funeral.”

      These people would really shit bricks if they knew I was his fiancée.

      The word sounds strange in my mind as I toss it around. Fiancée, fiancée, fiancée.

      I glance down at my finger where a ring would normally sit and consider the bare flesh.

      Will he even bother with one? Is this strategic, not giving me one yet?

      Of course it’s strategic, you idiot. He told you that you were business to him.

      Connor has ignored them all, sitting straight and proud on the front pew, listening intently. I notice neither him nor Lilliana are crying. Only her mother has a tissue held to her face, quiet sobs shaking her shoulders, but oddly, her eyes seem to stay dry. This family is screwed up, but what family isn’t?

      A few men stand, saying words that mean nothing to me, but I know their faces. I’ve studied their faces. Four of the five bosses. The men who burned scars into Connor’s skin.

      I want to leap at them, stick knives in their throats as well, but I can’t. I have a plan, and it doesn’t involve killing them. Connor elbows me in the side as I start to fidget, glaring at me, and I still. I feel like I’ve been reprimanded by a parent.

      How does he manage to make me feel small with one look?

      His suit sleeve brushes against my bare arm, and I focus on the feel of the material. I don’t think he knows it’s touching me, and for some sick reason, I don’t pull away.

      What sort of issues do I have to still be attracted to my kidnapper, prison warden, and now forced fiancé?

      I have to say that now that I know he wants me for a wife, I’m breathing a little easier and not looking over my shoulder as much.

      But they are the same issues that caused me to run straight into the belly of the beast after that night of meeting him at the club. My common sense urged me to leave and never look back, but I couldn’t. I have a mission.

      Fuck the mission. It’s blown to bits now. I need to get out alive.

      We are finally standing, leaving the church, walking outside. I take another deep breath, glad to be away from prying eyes and out of sight of the coffin. Staring at it was making it hard for me to inhale, and I think maybe some guilt actually did set in. To me, Bertrand’s a monster, but maybe to some of these people, he was a person. I didn’t think about repercussions until now, but every action has an opposite reaction, and I was forced to sit through mine.

      Lilliana hooks her arm through mine, pulling me toward her. “Come. I want you to meet my mother,” she says, her soft signature smile aimed in my direction.

      She makes it hard to dislike her, and if I hadn’t seen with my own eyes her extremely stoic and dry face during the funeral, I might have felt bad that I murdered her father.

      Helped murder.

      Co-murdered?

      We stop in front of Sylvia. She’s around our height with blonde hair and a sharp face. She’s beautiful but in a scary way, and the look she gives me doesn’t ease that impression.

      “Mother, this is Wryn,” Lilliana says.

      I extend my hand. I can feel eyes on us from people wondering what’s going on.

      Sylvia doesn’t accept my handshake and instead raises her head slightly, staring down her nose at me. “Wryn, I haven’t heard much about you.”

      I’m not sure if it’s supposed to be a slight or if she truly isn’t sure who I am.

      “Nor I, you,” I say, internally shaking my head at whatever hoity-toity phrase just left my mouth.

      One more scathing look, and she abruptly turns, falling into the arms of a friend, where she raises her tissue and resumes the facade of a fractured widow.

      “That went well,” I whisper to Lilliana, who tilts her head toward me, a knowing smile on her face.

      “She will warm up to you,” she says, and I stare incredulously.

      “I doubt it,” I say. Not sure I want Sylvia to be warm toward me. I’m going to do everything I can to avoid her. “I’m sorry, but your family is really weird.”

      “And it seems like you are about to join in,” she says, one perfectly arched eyebrow raised. Her skin is smooth, and out in the sunlight, she’s practically glowing.

      “Seems like it,” I say for lack of anything better.

      I’m not sure what Connor has told his sister about me, but she seems to like me—the only one here who probably does—and I don’t want to mess that up.

      “Come on,” Connor says, startling me.

      His body presses in close to mine, and he extends one elbow for me to take. My fingers slide along his coat material, feeling the heat from his body underneath, and I shiver. I can smell him—masculine body wash mixed with his scent—and I turn to look up at his face. He looks straight ahead, walking toward the gravestones laid out in perfect lines until we get to the plot reserved for Bertrand. I’m surprised. I figured he would be interred inside a large mausoleum or something weird like that.

      The graveside service passes quickly. By the end of it, my feet are aching, and I’m severely thirsty and confused. Connor doesn’t stray from my side, but he doesn’t acknowledge me either. He doesn’t introduce me to anyone, and no one tries to speak to me. I’m not sure what the purpose of me attending this funeral was, but it wasn’t for me to get to know anyone.

      “Are you ready to go home?” he asks me, jolting me from my thoughts.

      I glance up at him. The sun is behind him, framing his hair, making it look reddish-brown in parts. It looks thick and luxurious, waiting for someone to push their hand into it and mess it up.

      I resist.

      “Yes,” I say, weary.

      I guess it is my home too.

      For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          

      

    

    







            Connor

          

        

      

    

    
      As we walk toward the car, Geo behind us, William steps in front, cutting us off. He eyes us for a moment, and then a grin splits his face—and it’s not a friendly one.

      “This is her?” he asks, and I can sense Wryn glance up at me in confusion.

      “William, thank you for coming today,” I say in response, my hand extended for a handshake.

      “I’ve got to say, my boy, you work fast. And she’s eye candy to boot.” His gaze salaciously rakes down Wryn’s body, and if I could get away with it, I would throat-punch him right now.

      His son hovers behind him, watching, and I narrow my eyes at Dean. We’ve always been friends, growing up in this life together from childhood, but he’s become odd, sketchy, and I don’t like it. He’s too much like his father.

      “You.” Wryn’s voice stops my train of thought, and I focus down on her, but her eyes are locked on Dean. “What the hell—”

      I grab her arm, cutting her off, and offer William and Dean a tight smile.

      “She’s tired. I’ve got to get her home,” I say, and I can see the sympathy in William’s eyes.

      “Women do tire easily,” he says.

      I can feel Wryn bristle beside me, but I grip her flesh tighter, warning her.

      “It’s a nuisance,” I tell him and then pull her along behind me.

      What a damn day.

      When we are inside the vehicle, I turn to Wryn, and before she can curse me, I cut her off again.

      “What was that?”

      “What was what?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “You recognized Dean.” I get straight to the point.

      “Maybe I did.” She focuses on her window, not looking at me.

      I reach up and rub my temples. I don’t have time for this.

      “You’ve got to be smarter,” I hiss at her, and she finally gives me her attention. “You can’t react to everything and wear your emotions on your face. These men smell fear like a shark can smell blood. Quit giving them things to feast on.”

      “He was there that night. It was him,” she says before shaking her head and clamping her mouth shut.

      I ball my hands into fists on my knees, wanting badly to shake her but I don’t do it.

      “If you have information about something, you need to tell me,” I finally say once I calm down.

      “I don’t trust you. Why would I tell you anything, dear fiancé?” She tilts her head toward me, a fake smile and soft voice coming from her. It’s creepy as hell.

      From the front seat, Geo makes a noise that strongly resembles a snort, and I desperately want to punch something—maybe him.

      We pass the rest of the ride in silence. I lay my head back on the seat and close my eyes. Maybe she will try to take me out since I’m not looking and end this whole disaster of a life for me.

      As soon as we stop at the side entrance to the house, Wryn is out of the car and stomping inside. I’m not quick enough to stop her, and Geo comes to stand beside me. We stare after her, and then I turn to him.

      “Meet me in the gym, ten minutes.”

      I have a lot of tension to work out.
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      “Everyone is in the entry,” Geo says the next night, taking a seat across from where I’m sitting at Bertrand’s desk.

      I’ve been through everything that I could find, but I haven’t turned up anything out of the ordinary. I can’t imagine where he hid the proof, but I’m going to figure it out.

      I ransacked the whole room once I got done pummeling and being pummeled by Geo. The workout helped, but I still feel like something is off, a nervous energy coursing through my veins.

      “The room looks … nice,” he remarks, glancing around at all of the scattered papers, files, and office paraphernalia.

      I didn’t go easy on the place—that’s for sure. I’m getting impatient, wired. Something is happening—I feel it in my bones—and my fear is that I’ll be too late.

      I need to marry Wryn as quickly as possible.

      “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Is she joining?” he asks, leaning back slightly and crossing his ankle over his knee.

      Tonight, he’s my friend Geo, not my bodyguard.

      “No. Don’t want to throw her into the fire just yet.” I stand and approach the liquor cart, grabbing the first thing I see and pouring it into a glass. “You want one?”

      “I’m good,” Geo says, and I nod, replacing the decanter and picking up my glass, downing it in one gulp. “Go easy.”

      “Fuck you,” I say.

      He barks out a laugh, and it makes me smirk; I miss the easy camaraderie of friends. It’s been a long time since I felt like I had any.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I say.

      “How are you going to feel them out without showing all your cards?”

      “I don’t know,” I admit. I would never tell anyone but Geo that. He’s the one person I fully trust, and he knows most of what I know. “Do you have the file on Wryn yet?”

      “It should be here by tomorrow.”

      “Good. I want to see it as soon as it arrives. Show everyone in.”

      Geo leaves, and I start to assemble the mess of papers in front of me. Then, I wait as everyone files in.

      Geo takes a seat in a wingback chair in front of the fireplace while Ginny, Vincent’s only child, sits across from him. She turns sideways, her feet dangling as she swings one back and forth.

      “Look at what all the cat dragged in,” she says, grinning at everyone in the room.

      “Original,” I say, stepping from behind the desk.

      It feels weird to call it my desk and even stranger for all of us to be gathered in a place that was previously off-limits to me beyond short visits with my father.

      “Nice place,” Dean says, chewing on a toothpick as he leans against the large oak mantel of the fireplace.

      “Yeah, I guess so,” I say, moving into the throng.

      Everyone presses closer, curious as to why I’ve invited them here, and honestly, I’m curious as to what will come out of my own mouth. I haven’t planned this out well; I’m more flying by the seat of my pants, which usually doesn’t work well in this life. But I don’t really have a choice now.

      “We shouldn’t be here. This isn’t safe,” Arie says.

      She’s Paul’s daughter—and thankfully not the spitting image of him. Three years younger than her brother, Lucas, she used to tag along when we played, but as we got older, the boys pulled away as we started to form a group.

      Lilliana is the youngest of us all, and I didn’t ask her to join this secret meeting. For good reason. I’m going to protect her, and I need the cooperation of everyone here to do it. I know she would be pissed if she knew I was excluding her.

      “Is anything in our life ever safe?” I reply.

      Arie shrugs. She’s always been overly cautious.

      “No. But poking the devil doesn’t seem smart,” she retorts.

      “Better the devil we know than the one we don’t.”

      “Are you even listening to yourself?” Lucas asks.

      I rap one fist against the desk that rests between the wingback chairs in front of the fireplace, meeting wide-eyed glances. No one has tried this and lived to talk about it.

      But there’s a first time for everything, right?

      “I’m guessing this has to do with … the plan?” Dean points his toothpick at me, and I nod.

      “Are we all still on board?” I ask, glancing around at everyone.

      Arie won’t meet my gaze, so I focus on her.

      “Arie? You don’t have to be here if you don’t want to be. But if you stay, you stay.”

      “I know,” she says, glancing up.

      She nibbles on her bottom lip, and Geo fidgets in his chair. I watch him, knowing he wants to do something to comfort her but won’t let himself. I wonder if Arie has any idea.

      I wait for a minute, the silence stretching on as I let anyone who wants to leave, leave, but no one walks out.

      “Good.” I place both palms down on the top of the table and lean forward. This feels monumental in a way and sickening in another. “First order of business is to update you all with what I know right now. I had a meeting with the bosses. Your fathers.”

      “Aren’t you one now?” Ginny asks, blowing a bubble with the gum in her mouth.

      Her lackadaisical attitude grates on my nerves. She comes off as not serious, and I briefly wonder if she will be a problem.

      “Yes, and no. Apparently, I have to get married to get what my father left me.”

      “Married?” Dean asks, leaning forward. He drops the toothpick from his gaping mouth and then bends to retrieve it, expertly throwing it in the trash basket beside the desk.

      I can’t tell if his theatrics are just that and he knew beforehand or if he’s truly shocked.

      “Yes, which halts our plans until I can.”

      “You are actually going through with it?” Ginny asks, swinging her legs around and raising her eyebrows at me.

      “What other choice do I have? I need my father’s records and money, everything he’s withholding from me from the grave.”

      There’s no love lost between all of us and our fathers. We’ve all grown up the same, locked in this power play between families, who are constantly trying to outdo the other, prove whose children are the best, see who can inflict the most damage on their psyche. That’s why we are all gathered here in the office to talk. We’ve been referring to it as the plan, but it’s so much more than that.

      It’s a way for us to stop the cycle of abuse. Parents are horrible to their children, and they continue the trend, but I don’t want to. I don’t want children, and I don’t want to ever be compared to Bertrand. We are in this Mafia life, but we don’t want to put up with all aspects of it.

      I’m not leaving the family. This is the only way of life I know, but I’m damn sure cleaning up around here.

      “Damn. Fucking bastards,” Ginny murmurs, and I have to say I agree with her. “So, what is the plan? How do you think we are going to bring them down? They are ruthless, Connor. You’ve seen it firsthand. I’m of the opinion that our little ragtag team won’t do much. Not without an army that’s loyal to us.”

      “Is it the girl from the funeral?” Dean interjects, and my head whips to him.

      I grit my teeth, trying to decide if I should call him out in front of everyone or see what he has to say after the meeting. I decide on the latter and ignore him for now.

      “We were raised by them. We know how they operate, how they think. We know they strike first, ask questions later. We need to be one step ahead of them,” I say.

      I know I’m stalling, and the truth is, I don’t have a clear plan yet. I need to know whose support I have. And if it’s not all of theirs, then I hate to think what I’m going to have to do to the ones who leave.

      Arie fidgets again and then glances around the room.

      “You have something to say, Arie?” I frown at her, and surprisingly, she frowns back at me instead of glancing away.

      “Fuck off,” Lucas says, shaking his head. He knows how his sister is.

      In the families, most women are demure, always in their place, raised to be like that—Ginny is an anomaly—but Arie can’t be small and complacent in this room.

      “You can’t shrink now,” I tell her. “If you are in with us, it won’t be pretty. Decisions will be made, and things will be done that you might not approve of or agree with. You can’t faint at the first sight of blood or a dead body.”

      “I know,” she says, her voice stronger than before. She stands up and squares off with me. “You don’t have to be such an asshole.”

      I grin at her, slow clapping. “I like it, Arie.”

      She smiles back. “Asshole,” she says again, causing chuckles to ring out around the room. “I heard my father talking about something last night. He didn’t know I was there, but you know who the best spies are in the families? Women.”

      I never thought of it like that, but she’s right. They are mostly overlooked.

      “Go on,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “He was on the phone, so I could only hear one side, but he was talking about shipments, and they had colors, which was really confusing. Does that make sense to you?”

      “Colors?”

      “Yes, like he was talking about a purple shipment and a red shipment. Maybe it means different things are being shipped. I don’t know. But that’s not the weird thing. It’s the meeting spot.”

      She pauses, and I can tell we are all waiting, holding our breath.

      “Come on. This isn’t a play, so we don’t need the drama,” Dean barks at her.

      I watch Geo plant his feet on the floor and lean forward, eyeing him. I smirk.

      “They are meeting at a flower shop.”

      We all stand there, deep in thought.

      “At first, I thought maybe he was ordering flowers, but why would he be ordering large shipments of flowers? It has to be something else.” Arie shrugs.

      I focus on Geo. “Get me the details of the flower shop. The name, who owns it, what kind of money passes through there, and anything else you can find out.”

      “Will do,” he replies, and I clap my hands together.

      “It’s a solid start,” I tell Arie, and she smiles softly at me.

      She’s beautiful with soft strawberry-blonde hair and a pixie face, but I’ve never been attracted to her. And I wouldn’t do that to Geo, who won’t admit to me or himself that he has a thing for her.

      “I’m still working on a plan. I won’t lie to you and tell you I have it all under control. This is a volatile thing that won’t be resolved easily. But as soon as I have information, I’ll call a meeting. Did you get the date the shipment would be there?” I ask Arie.

      “A week from yesterday,” she says, and I nod.

      “Okay. That’s all I have for now. Get out and keep your mouths shut,” I say almost in a growl.

      The success of what we are trying to do rests on the shoulders of all of us, and I have a bad feeling about it.

      “Dean, stay behind,” I tell him as everyone stands.

      A few curious eyes turn toward him, but no one asks any questions. We say our good-byes, and I let them all know that another meeting will happen soon. As Geo shuts the door behind himself, I turn.

      “What?” Dean asks, but he knows. He baited me by asking the question earlier.

      “What do you know about her?” I ask, and I can see the responses flitting across his eyes. “And before you decide to lie to me, tell the truth.”

      This whole world is built on lies, and I’m tired of it. I’m tired of the games and the secrets. I’m tired of knowing that my father and all of their fathers are involved in some deep shit and not knowing exactly what it is.

      “She was there,” he finally says on a sigh.

      “Where?”

      “That night, at Club Belladonna.”

      I stalk forward, grabbing the neck of his shirt, and pull him to me. I can feel the anger boiling in my blood, spurring me on, and my fingers itch to inflict pain instead.

      “What do you mean, she was there? Why haven’t I heard anything about this?”

      “I-I didn’t know. I was doing what I had been told.”

      “And you didn’t think you should tell me about it?”

      “It was a year and a half ago. I forgot until I saw her at the funeral.”

      My fingers tighten, my knuckles white, brushing against his throat. His eyes dart back and forth between my own.

      “You should have told me a year and a half ago.”

      “I didn’t know she had anything to do with anything, I swear,” he says, throwing his arms out to the sides. “But I know she was there.”

      “Tell me everything again.” I release him, shoving him backward until the backs of his knees hit a chair and he sits down heavily.

      I sit across from him, hook my ankle over my knee in a deceptively casual pose, and steeple my hands. He rubs the back of his neck, shaking his head.

      “I told you then what I knew,” he starts to say, and I hold up my hand.

      “Obviously not if I didn’t even know about this girl.”

      “She wasn’t important,” he declares, his voice taking on a panicked tone.

      “Wasn’t she? Talk now, or I’ll have no qualms about taking you to the basement.”

      His face pales. “You can’t do that. William wouldn’t allow it,” he blusters, blowing out a breath of air.

      “He wouldn’t?” I ask.

      He wouldn’t, and I know this, but Dean doesn’t. He’s always been the nervous type, and frankly, I’m surprised he’s agreed to join our band of rebels, given the fact that he knows what would happen to us if we were found out. Maybe he’s got some shit buried that he wants revenge for too.

      “I was acting on their orders,” he protests.

      I shake my head, putting my foot down and leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees and my chin on my fingers. “Whose orders?”

      “The bosses, all of them. Bertrand told me there was a package being delivered that night at the club. I was shown a picture of my target, and my only orders were to get her out into the alley by any means necessary.”

      “And you didn’t ask any questions or wonder why he wanted you to do it, not me?”

      “You know we don’t ask questions. We do their work and keep our mouths shut.”

      “But you knew who she was when you saw her, right?”

      “No, I swear I didn’t know she was yours. I promise. I was only following orders.” He swallows thickly, eyes darting around.

      I don’t let my mind wander as he talks—it wouldn’t help anything. Ruby is gone, and I can’t find her, probably won’t ever be able to find her, but to know that Wryn was there the same night doesn’t sound like a coincidence.

      “How did you get her to follow you to the alley?” I know all the details, but apparently, I’m a glutton for punishment, wanting to hear them all over again.

      “I was given a piece of paper to hand her.”

      “And you didn’t read it?”

      “No. I didn’t know then that I should. I didn’t know,” he says again, shaking his head. “I think they might have been friends. The two girls. I saw them talking right before she went outside with me.”

      “This is crucial information that should have been told to me when it happened.”

      I’m struggling to keep my emotions under control. I want to pummel him. Logically, I know it’s not his fault. He was, after all, the messenger. But this was done to fuck with me.

      “I don’t know how he found out.” I seethe.

      “Who?” Dean asks, but I ignore him.

      I had been seeing her a couple of months. And he took her because of me. I know it, but I can’t prove it.

      “Do you know where she went once you put her in the vehicle?”

      “No, I never saw her again.”

      “Get out,” I tell him.

      He quickly stands, staring down at me. I glance up, eyebrows raised.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s worth nothing now.” As he leaves, I cross the office to pour myself a glass of whatever I find first.

      So, Ruby and Wryn knew each other. I’m itching to get that file now and see what I can find.

      Why did Wryn not show up on any searches I did on Ruby?

      I carry my drink out, slowly walking to my room. I feel like I’m in a daze, finding out information like this. It’s not a coincidence; it can’t be. For them to know each other and then Wryn to show up at Blue Light and then here, it has to mean something.

      My bet is, she’s looking for Ruby now, and God help her because I’ve been looking since the night she disappeared.

      I stop outside Wryn’s door. Jimmy is standing guard, and I nod at him. He grips the knob, and I shake my head, waving him away. I grasp it, turning, and push the door open. Wryn glances at me from where she’s sitting beside the window seat, resting her chin on top of her hands, looking out on the yard outside. She faces the gardens across from the side drive, and they are beautiful right now, captivating even, to look at. For all my father’s faults, he loved pretty things. Collected them. Art, flowers, women. But when they lose their beauty, what happens to them?

      “What are you doing here?” she asks, turning and hugging her knees to her chest on the floor.

      I cross over to her, standing above as I look down at her, and then take a sip of my drink.

      “What’s your name?” I ask.

      She shakes her head, confused. “Wryn. You know that.”

      “What’s your real name?” I quickly dart my tongue out to my bottom lip, tasting liquor as she debates on what to tell me.

      “Willa,” she says finally.

      “Willa.” I roll the name around in my mouth.

      “Kathryn is my middle name; it’s where Wryn comes from. I mean, it was my middle name. I had it all legally changed to Wryn a year ago, so Wryn is my real name.”

      “Makes sense since that’s what’s on your car registration.”

      “Yeah,” she says with a nod.

      We lapse into silence as she looks back out the window. I slide down and rest my back against the seat, my head leaning against the edge of it as I drink.

      I hold the glass out to her, and she turns her head to look. Her eyes flit back and forth between my hand and my eyes, like she’s trying to figure me out. I hold it closer, and she reaches for it, her slim fingers brushing against mine as she takes it. I watch as she sips it, no emotion on her face, her pink tongue darting out to lick a drop from her top lip. Without thinking, I extend one hand, my finger tracing her cupid’s bow and then across her cheek and down her throat.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers.

      I don’t answer. I can’t answer. She feels like my last connection to Ruby. She makes me feel crazy. I barely knew Ruby. And now, I barely know Wryn. But she is the one sitting here, imprisoned inside my house, in the flesh, and I’m having thoughts about wrapping my fist in her dark hair and pulling her head to the side, sucking on the delicate flesh at the base of her neck, feeling her, drinking her in.

      “Just making sure you are real, Little Bird,” I say, taking my drink back and downing it. I lay my head back again, closing my eyes, and listen to her breathe for a while. “I’m removing Fernando and Jimmy from your door,” I surprise myself by saying. “Don’t try to leave, but you can go anywhere in the house, except for the office, my room, and the basement.”

      “Is this where I thank you for giving me minor freedoms that I should have anyway?”

      I grin, her smart mouth amusing me for some reason.

      “I didn’t know you knew how to smile,” she says.

      I open my eyes, pinning her with a stare. “Don’t take advantage of my hospitality.”

      “I’d hardly call being locked in a room for days on end hospitality.”

      “Then, you know you don’t want to end up on room arrest again.”

      She snorts, and I press my lips together, not wanting to smile again.

      I stand, straightening my suit and holding my glass as I survey her one last time. “Good night, Willa Kathryn.”

      “Not my name,” she says, shaking her head. “Good night, Connor Soltorre.”

      “Unfortunately, that is my name,” I say, saluting her with the empty container. Without another word, I spin and walk out.

      I dismiss Jimmy, who looks relieved to not have to stand outside a door for long periods of time anymore, and then I enter my room, pulling my shirt out and unbuttoning it. I pop the button on my pants, and with a sigh, I sink down to sit on the side of my bed.

      I open the bedside table drawer and pull out the one and only picture I have of Ruby and me. She took it one night without me knowing and then gave it to me the next time I saw her. I think that was half the fun—planning covert meeting times and spots. I felt like I was finally doing something for myself, living how I wanted to. Ruby made me spontaneous, free, and helped me forget about what was expected from me. She helped me see what life would be like outside of the families.

      She was the one thing I had.

      Mine.

      And then she wasn’t anymore. He took her away.

      I hate him. Still.

      And I’ll do whatever it takes to take them down.

      Here’s to the real New Order of the families. Here’s to Ruby and Wryn. The two women who don’t know how much they’ve affected my life.
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      “Knock, knock,” Lilliana says, peeking her head into my room. She opens the door a little more when she spies me lying across the end of the bed, watching the ceiling fan.

      I roll over, propping myself up on one elbow, and eye her. “Hey.”

      “I’m busting you out again,” she says with a grin.

      “I think I’m free now, so no busting out needed,” I tell her.

      “Put this on,” she says, handing me some clothing.

      I grab the items and hold them up. It’s a teal-colored bikini and a fancy cover-up. Excitement rises in my chest.

      I look at it and then at her.

      “I thought you might like a pool day.”

      Like?

      I would love anything that got me out of this room and this entire house. To just lie in the sunshine and let it warm my skin would be amazing.

      I think she might be my favorite person ever right now.

      I jump off the bed and hustle into the bathroom. I peek my head back out the door at Lilliana and smile. “Thank you.”

      She winks.

      I put the swimsuit on, thankful I shaved my legs the day of the funeral so that’s not a dire situation, and I check myself out in the mirror. Apart from being bigger-chested than Lilliana, the bikini fits. I fix the straps and make sure they are secure since I’m busting out of the top, and then I throw the cover-up on.

      Lilliana is sitting on the edge of the bed, and she stands as I walk out.

      “Does it fit?”

      “Mostly,” I say, touching the bow tied behind my neck. “Works for lying out.”

      “Perfect,” she says. “Come on.”

      She grabs my hand and pulls me through the door, and before I know it, I’m standing next to a pool lounger with a plush blue-and-white striped cushion and a fluffy navy towel on the small table next to it. It’s idyllic and serene outside, and the water in the pool is still, reflecting the sunshine off the top like glittering diamonds.

      Lilliana takes her cover-up off, throwing it haphazardly on the ground next to her, and she lies on a lounger. She looks so at ease, at home. But I feel tumultuous inside, not at all like lying on a lounger casually.

      “I think I’m going to take a dip in the pool,” I say.

      She waves me on, closing her eyes. I take my cover-up off as well, but I fold and lay mine on the bottom of my chair.

      I walk to the stairs, dipping one toe in and swirling it around, watching the water ripple out, away from me. It’s cool but not cold. Enough to be refreshing but not cause goose bumps to rise on my skin. It’s perfect.

      I lower myself down the steps and lightly run my fingers through the water. It laps softly at my skin, and I spin, letting my fingers trail in a circle. I can’t remember the last time I went for a swim.

      I lie back, letting my legs and feet rise, floating on my back, eyes closed. I forgot to tie my hair up, so it fans out from my head, carried in the currents my movements make. The sun warms my face, and for the first time in a long time, I feel at peace. If only for a few moments. Everything fades away—my current situation, Ruby’s disappearance, the complete loss of control over my life. It’s gone, and I’m just Wryn, lying on the surface of a pool, soaking up some vitamin D.

      I don’t open my eyes until a shadow falls across me, blocking the warmth and sending a chill over my skin. I crack one eyelid and then pop both eyes open. I stare up at Connor, who is looking down at me. He’s standing there in swim trunks that hug his hips, his abs rising from the deep V of his lower torso, going up, up, up to his pecs, and finally, I snap my eyes to his. I shouldn’t be staring at him like this, but it’s hard not to when his toned, tanned body is right here in front of me.

      It’s human nature, right? To stare at something beautiful.

      His eyes aren’t on mine; they are trailing down my body. I want to smile, but I don’t. The air is charged with something electric. I’m barely breathing as I let him ogle me. I don’t make any moves to stand up or cover myself. I just let his gaze linger, warming me more than the sun did.

      I don’t know why I’m having these visceral reactions. Why my body and my head can’t get on the same page. I feel crazy. One minute, I hate him, and the next minute, I want to feel his hands on me.

      He finally moves, throwing the towel he has clutched in his hand behind him, not watching where it lands. Then, he’s walking into the water, toward me. Right before he gets to me, he stops and dives under the water. The ripples shake my body, and my body clenches, waiting for him to come up underneath me, pushing me over and out of my languid state. But it never comes. He finally pops up on the other end, the deeper part of the pool, and he treads water.

      I close my eyes again, determined to forget he’s here, trying to get back to that peaceful state I was in before he interrupted. But it proves harder than I thought. I can hear the small splashes his hands make as he moves them back and forth. I can sense his eyes on me. My nipples prickle with my awareness, and I gasp a little.

      Traitorous body.

      There’s something about the water and being barely clothed that lends itself to sexual thoughts.

      That’s all this is.

      That’s all this can be.

      It won’t go anywhere. Neither of us can afford that. I have another life to get back to once Ruby is found, and Connor has his life here, vastly different than anything I want to be involved in.

      I find myself looking back over at him though, and this time, he’s turned away from me. I study him—his strong shoulders glistening in the sunlight, the water droplets clinging to his wet hair. He grabs on to the side of the pool and turns himself, resting both elbows behind him, and I quickly look away.

      I finally stand, my body half out of the water as I rise out of the shallow end.

      We find each other again.

      We don’t know each other, and we don’t trust each other, but maybe that’s where the strong tension is coming from. Maybe I’m mistaking mistrust for sexual desire. Maybe I’m so lust-starved that I can’t tell the difference.

      It’s been a long time since I was with anyone. That’s what this is. He’s a virile man in my close vicinity. Of course I’m reacting. Who wouldn’t?

      It’s not him specifically. It’s the pull of his male body to my female one.

      He starts toward me, and I don’t go anywhere. I don’t attempt to back up or get out of the pool. I just sink down into the water and swim forward a little until it’s a bit deeper, hiding me, like armor around my bikini-clad body.

      “How’s your swim?” he asks as soon as he stops in front of me.

      “Good,” I say, and he nods.

      His eyes dip slightly down to where the water level hides my breasts.

      He opens his mouth to speak again but then closes it, saying nothing. I want to force him to tell me what he was going to say. He’s such an enigma. He found me murdering his father and then locked me in a room, threatening torture. It’s such a stark contrast to putting me up in a plush room and offering—no, demanding marriage.

      “Tell me something about yourself,” I say with no idea where the words came from. I must be experiencing heatstroke.

      His brows furrow, and he glances away for a moment. “Like what? You know everything you need to know about me.”

      “I know nothing about you, Connor. You are a virtual stranger to me.”

      “We should keep it like that; it will be easier to cut ties in the end.” He finds purchase with his feet on the beginning of the slope into the deep end and rises slightly out of the water as he stands.

      “Wait,” I say, reaching out and placing a hand on his shoulder, feeling it tense beneath my fingers. I want to run them down the length of his arm, but I don’t. “Shouldn’t we know things about each other? You know my former name. It would be weird to be married and not have basic knowledge of your likes and dislikes.”

      “No one will quiz you on my favorite food or color,” Connor says. “Once we are married, you can disappear into the background until our debts to each other are fulfilled.”

      “I know,” I say, pulling my hand back. The water feels cool on my palm after it was on his hot skin. “Maybe I would feel better, knowing your favorite food and color.”

      Connor looks conflicted, shadows passing over his face as the sun slides behind a cloud.

      I know he doesn’t want to go there with me. I didn’t want to until a few moments ago. But something possessed me and took over my voice, cajoling him, trying to get him to open up.

      “Food: French fries. Color: black.”

      I stare at him. “You eat French fries?”

      “Not often, but I enjoy them when I do.”

      It’s such a normal food to like. I don’t know what I expected, but it wasn’t that. Maybe some fancy steak or international food. French fries make him seem human.

      “Okay,” I say with a nod and then nibble on my lip as I think.

      “You?” he asks before I can think of another question.

      “Sushi and yellow.”

      Connor is quiet. He doesn’t comment on my choices.

      “What’s your earliest childhood memory?” I ask, eager to move on.

      His eyes snap to mine, and he cocks his head to the side. “My mom reading me bedtime stories. I always begged for the same one every night, and each and every time, she read it like it was completely new, like she’d never read it before.”

      “My earliest memory is sitting in a tire swing at a foster family’s house. One of their older children would push me hard until I fell out. Then, she would laugh and make me sit back down, so she could do it again.” I don’t mean for it to sound as sad as it does.

      Connor moves closer.

      “Would you rather be naked for a year straight or be bitten by a venomous snake?”

      “What the fuck?” he says, rearing back.

      I laugh. The corner of his mouth twitches.

      “Be bitten, I guess. It would be over quickly. A year is a long time.”

      “Yeah, I would rather be naked. I hate snakes.”

      I move a little closer to him. His fingers brush against my arm under the water. Then, they circle my bicep, pulling me to him. His other hand finds my waist. I bet he’s thinking about me naked right now. His fingertips dig into my flesh, but it doesn’t hurt. It makes me shiver with pleasure.

      “I don’t think I would survive if you were naked for a year,” he murmurs so lightly that one could almost say it was never spoken.

      “I think I would survive if you were bitten by a snake,” I say just as quietly.

      His nostrils flare. Then, he lets me go.

      But I don’t mean it. I want to take the words back. I thought it would prompt a reply.

      Instead, he moves away from me.

      The loss of his body in proximity to mine hits me like a bucket of cold water, and I gasp. I need to get out of here. I’ve lost my damn mind.
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      “I’ve got the file.” Geo steps into my bedroom as I pull the gray henley over my head.

      I already know what I’m going to find in it—mostly.

      “It took a while since her name wasn’t always Wryn.”

      I hold my hand out, and he slaps it in my palm and then shoves his hands in his pockets.

      “Rough night?” He gestures to the picture still sitting on my bedside table.

      I glance over and then to the empty glass sitting beside it.

      “It was fine,” I say.

      He gets the hint and drops it, like I was hoping.

      I open the file, skimming over it. “I’m taking this to the office.”

      “You use that room more than I thought you would,” Geo says, and I stop short.

      “I like being able to see the spot where he took his last breath,” I tell him, never wavering, and he nods. “Has the review meeting been set?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Good. Tell Wryn.”

      “You tell her,” Geo says.

      “Fuck you. What do I even pay you for?”

      “Not to mediate between you and your wife.”

      “Fiancée,” I say, gritting my teeth as his mouth spreads in an amused grin. “It’s not funny.”

      “No, it’s not. There’s been a development,” Geo says.

      I raise one eyebrow. “Why didn’t you lead with that?”

      “He’s in the basement.”

      I stay silent, waiting for what’s coming next.

      “He’s not doing well,” Geo says, putting a hand to my chest as I stalk forward.

      “Who? Quit being vague, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Fernando.”

      “What the hell is he doing in the basement?”

      “He went out last night with Jimmy and got into some trouble. When Jimmy found him in the alley, he brought him back. Someone beat Fernando pretty badly.”

      “Peterson?” I ask, knowing we need a doctor here as soon as possible.

      “Already called him.”

      “When will he be here?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      I pass Geo, heading out of my room, forgotten file in hand, and I quickly make my way to the basement. I throw the door open and scrutinize Fernando, laid out on the table.

      “What the hell?” I mutter.

      His head turns toward me. He opens his mouth, swollen and split, a trail of fresh blood leaking from his lip when he moves.

      “Where were you? Do you know who did this?”

      He tries to talk, but his voice only comes out on a wheeze. I see the red crisscrossing lines on his neck that indicate something small was used to strangle him. He’s got lacerations and bumps all over his face and head, one of his fingers is clearly broken, and God only knows what his legs look like.

      “Don’t talk,” I tell him, taking in all of his injuries. I can’t tell if they were looking to maim as a message or kill him outright, but I can’t wait to get my hands on the motherfuckers who did this.

      He closes his eyes, turning his head back upright, while I pace the room, waiting on our doctor. He can stitch up the skin and set the finger, but I’m more worried about internal bleeding.

      Fernando looks back at me, opening his mouth again and trying to talk. I bend down, trying to read his lips. The sound comes out in a croak, and I shake my head.

      “Try again,” I tell him, and he grimaces as he moves his lips.

      “Fr—” is all I can make out, and I look up at Geo.

      “It’s all he’s been saying since he was brought in,” he says with a shrug.

      I’d like to say this is the first time I’ve seen this situation, but it’s not. It’s all too common of a sight when you are in the families.

      “Again,” I bark at Fernando, and he coughs slightly.

      “Fran,” he says this time, and I furrow my brow.

      “Fran?” I repeat back, and he gives a small nod before his mouth opens on a silent cry. “Is Fran someone we know?” I ask Geo.

      “The only Fran I know is his sister,” Geo replies.

      Fernando’s eyes widen, and he tries to nod again.

      “This is about your sister?” I ask, and he coughs. A slight nod of his head. “What about your sister then?”

      “Here,” he grits out on a whisper, and I glance at Geo.

      “Here? Your sister is here with you?”

      Fernando shakes his head. I’m missing the message.

      “She’s—” he says and then stops.

      I blow out a frustrated breath. “Has he had any water? Will that help his throat?”

      “No. I’m afraid to give him anything before Peterson gets here.”

      “Fuck,” I say, standing and running my fingers through my hair. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Do you think this has to do with us? Or his sister? Or is it all the same? Fuck, why can’t you talk?” I yell the last part, not really meaning it.

      The culmination of everything in my life lately is hitting me at once, and I need to channel it into something productive.

      “Fuck!” I yell again. “I’m going to the gym. Call me once Peterson has a diagnosis.” I stalk past Geo, throwing the door open.

      I hate feeling helpless. It’s not something I’ve felt a lot in my life, except in the presence of my father. Usually, I’m the feared one, the one others look up to.

      I pass the doctor coming down the hallway, and I nod to him, gesturing to the room that Fernando is lying in, and then I take the stairs two at a time and throw the door to the kitchen open.

      “Oh my God,” Brigette says, clutching her chest at the loud bang as the door slams into the side of the industrial refrigerator.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, stalking through and exiting before she can say anything else.

      As soon as I’m in the gym, I shed my shirt, wrap my hands haphazardly, and start in on the bag. I throw jabs, kicks, one-two punches, and combos until I’m pouring sweat.

      It helps to shut off my brain. I don’t think about anything but the way my hands strike, how my muscles work together to put force behind each hit. I relish the mental break, the pure adrenaline that courses through my body as I beat the fuck out of this bag in front of me.

      My mind races, wondering who could’ve done this to Fernando. There hasn’t been an attack on someone in the families in a few months, so either this is random or it’s in connection to me, and it might mean I have a mole.

      The hits keep on coming, and I’ll be damned if I let anything compromise me or mine.

      I stop, reaching up to wipe the sweat from my brow, and I meet eyes in the mirror. Wryn stands there, watching me, and I stare back at her. I remember the file I left in the room downstairs, and now, I wish I had read it. I can’t trust anyone now, especially not her.

      “What the fuck do you want?” I ask, my chest heaving.

      She picks up a towel from the pile against the wall and brings it to me. She stops about three feet behind me and holds it out. I turn, grabbing it and wiping it down my face and then my torso. Rivulets of sweat drip in between my pecs and abs, and I wipe them up, all while fully aware of her watching.

      “Nothing. I was in the library next door and now heading to the kitchen. I stopped to watch. I’ve taken a few classes before, but you were on another level.”

      I throw the towel down on the ground and fiddle with the wrappings around my hands, working on tightening them. I don’t want to talk about me right now.

      “You are going before the review board tomorrow,” I say, glancing up at her.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s an … interview process you have to go through.”

      “For something I wasn’t asked about in the first place?” She throws her arms out to her sides and looks like she’s about to start screaming at me.

      “Don’t really have a choice,” I tell her, shrugging.

      “You’re an ass,” she says, fuming.

      I finish re-wrapping my hands and smile at her. “What other secrets are you keeping, Willa Kathryn?” I register the whiplash look on her face as she tries to follow the conversation.

      “Secrets?”

      I step toward her, and she steps back. We continue like that until her back hits the wall. I push my chest into her, my hands by my sides and my head tilted to look at her upturned one.

      “What are you doing?” she whispers, and I bring one hand up, running my exposed fingertips along her collarbone.

      “Does the name Aaron ring any bells in your pretty little mind?” I ask and watch her search for the connection.

      Her eyes widen, and she blows out a tight breath. I can feel her shock at my question. The same shock I felt when I found out who she was.

      “Why do you ask?”

      Dammit, I want a straight answer from her. I want her to stop running around in circles in my mind and occupying space in my thoughts. She’s a means to an end, and that’s how I need to treat her.

      “Just answer the damn question, Wryn,” I say, my face inches from hers.

      Her eyes search mine. I can see her pulse pounding in her throat, feel her erratic breaths against my skin. I shift back slightly and let one finger trail between her breasts as I wait for her response.

      Will she lie, or will she tell the truth?

      “What do you know about Ruby?” she asks on a whisper, her head leaning back on the wall.

      I don’t answer.

      “What the fuck do you know?” she screams, both hands on my shoulders as she shoves me back.

      She’s not as strong as she thinks she is, but I step back, watching her. She closes in on herself for a moment and then comes back swinging. I raise one forearm to catch her right hook and grin.

      This is what I need. Physical violence. I need to hurt and be hurt. But I can’t hurt her. I let her next punch land on my face, my head jerking to the side. I can feel my cheek open in a cut against my teeth, and the blood tastes tangy on my tongue.

      “What the fuck do you know?” she screams again, still coming at me and I let her.

      She continues to repeat it over and over until her voice is hoarse, and then I catch her as she sags against me. The air leaves her in sharp pants, tears streaming down her face as she gives me one last halfhearted hit to my back, where her arms are struggling for purchase.

      We sink to the floor, and she scoots back from me once she realizes we are still touching. Her face is puffy, and she has small lines of mascara streaking down her cheeks, but she doesn’t move to wipe them off. She looks shell-shocked, as if her life and mine just became connected in an even deeper way. And it did. Not only is her friend most likely gone because of my father, but she’s gone because of me as well.

      But her reaction tells me a lot. They were close friends even though Ruby never mentioned her by name. And I’m willing to bet the reason she’s here right now has everything to do with Ruby.

      “How do you know about Aaron? Did you take her?” she finally says while hiccupping. Her voice is steady now, put together. She wraps her arms around her knees and waits for my answer.

      “I know because I was him. Ruby and I met—”

      “In a library—yeah, I know.” She takes a moment to put it all together, staring at me with wide eyes. “She talked about Aaron incessantly the whole two months they … you two were seeing each other.”

      “Really? She never mentioned you by name.”

      “Ruby and I are … very protective of each other. She wouldn’t have told you who I was unless she was planning on us meeting.”

      That’s a punch to the gut. I didn’t love her. Who can properly love someone after knowing them two months? But maybe I was in love with the idea of her, the freedom she possessed.

      “You came here, looking for her?”

      “I came here to destroy your family. Your father. I know he had something to do with her disappearance, but I can’t pin down the whole story.” The venom behind her words matches the spitfire I met in the beginning.

      “He did,” I say with a nod.

      “You knew? And didn’t do anything about it?”

      The flame burning in her eyes has my nostrils flaring. She doesn’t know how damn hard I tried to follow the trail, but it went cold every time.

      “Bertrand and his partners know how to cover their asses. But it doesn’t mean I didn’t try. I’ve been searching for answers since she was taken, and I’m about to unearth a whole shitstorm of information if I can get my hands on it. That’s why I need you.”

      “I was only trying to find information, but the opportunity to end him was too good to pass up,” Wryn murmurs, and the room falls silent.

      I can see the pain on her face, probably mirrored on mine.

      “You would’ve failed in the end anyway. There’s nothing of importance in his office. I’ve searched.”

      She nods, accepting my statement, and glances off.

      “I’m so tired. I want to know what happened to her. Fate has a funny way of working out, doesn’t it?” she says. “I know she’s still alive—I feel it in my bones. I can’t fathom the thought that she’s not still out there. And I won’t stop looking for her.”

      “Good. Because things are about to get a lot uglier around here.”

      “Uglier than your face right now?” she asks.

      I raise one eyebrow, my face barking in pain. I turn and look in the mirror and see that where Wryn struck me is swelling nicely, turning a dark shade of pink.

      “Worse,” I say solemnly, not able to joke about what I know is coming. “I don’t know that everyone will make it out alive.”

      That sobers her, the smile melting from her face, and she climbs to her feet. “I’ll help you, Connor. Anything for Rubes.”

      “Just get ready for tomorrow. It’s all a game, and we have to play it right.”

      I stand up, only a foot away from her. I sense the pull my body has to hers, and I move a bit closer. I don’t know what the hell I’m doing right now. She doesn’t move, but her chest rises and falls in a labored way, as if she’s fighting her own thoughts about me.

      I reach out, running one finger down her cheek. She stands frozen. Her skin is soft, and I watch my hand curl, sneaking past her ear and around the back of her head, almost as if it were a separate entity from me. I don’t remember telling it to do that.

      I pull her closer. Her lips part on a gasp. My thumb rests on her neck, where her pulse is pounding wildly.

      My eyes flit between her wide ones.

      I dip, and she rises slightly.

      Our lips are so close. I’m about to taste her.

      Then, she pulls back, shaking her head. I release her, and she takes a shuddering breath.

      “Okay, I’ll, uh, be ready,” she says quickly, backing toward the door.

      With one last look, she walks out, and I turn back toward the bag, wraps flying open as I pummel it with all the strength I have left. I’m tired of thinking.
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      “What happened to you?” Geo asks as I stalk back to the basement.

      He holds the door open to the room, and I can hear someone moving around. I guess Peterson is still here.

      “I worked out some aggression,” I say.

      He cocks one eyebrow. “On your face?”

      I snarl at him and step inside. Dr. Peterson glances up, saying nothing, and then goes back to his stitches. He’s always been the quiet sort, and I like that. We don’t need our doctor blabbing our business to everyone. He knows the deal, and he respects it.

      There are a few bandages already placed, and it looks like Fernando’s broken finger has been set. He doesn’t move, so I’m assuming he passed out or he’s under some sort of medication.

      “What’s the damage?” I ask the doc.

      He doesn’t pause his movements as he responds, “Contusions and cuts along extremities, one broken finger, one dislocated shoulder, possible concussion, and a broken rib.”

      “What about internally?”

      “It’s hard to diagnose with so little equipment, but I don’t see any signs of internal bleeding right now. Watch for abdominal pain, which might be tricky with the amount of bruising he’s got there,” he says, raising his shirt up so I can see the blue and purple spots that dot his stomach. “And watch for blood. Basically, if it’s somewhere it shouldn’t be—vomit, stool, urine—he needs to be taken to the hospital.”

      I nod, listening. “How long will it take him to recover?”

      “Bruises and cuts should heal up fairly quickly. The broken rib will take longer—around six weeks. And then, of course, things dealing with the brain, like the possible concussion, you never know.”

      “Okay.” I stand there with my hands in my pockets and watch the doctor work. My mind races with what in the hell is going on.

      Why would someone target Fernando specifically?

      “When will he wake up?”

      “The anesthetic shouldn’t last too much longer. I gave him a small dose. He was thrashing too much for me to stitch him up.”

      “Geo, get Jimmy and some other men to move him upstairs before he wakes,” I say over my shoulder and hear his footsteps as he leaves.

      This whole situation is fucked.

      “Before I knocked him out, he was talking about a girl,” Peterson says, glancing up at me. “Think he got in trouble over one?”

      “Possibly.”

      We don’t speak anymore, but I wonder who this Fran is. And what she means to Fernando.

      Is she really his sister or someone else?

      She must mean a lot if he wound up like this over her.

      Geo steps back in the room right as the doctor starts cleaning up.

      “I’ll deposit the money in your account by morning,” I tell him.

      He nods as he passes by us, holding his bag. I let Geo take over from there, watching as two of my guys come in and pick Fernando up, jostling him. They aren’t gentle, but I don’t say anything.

      “Get him settled in his quarters,” I tell Geo, and he nods. “Let me know when he wakes up. I’ll be in the office.”

      His expression is serious along with his movements. He knows this could mean war, and it’s the last thing we want right now. We are in the midst of creating our own plans, and now, this happens, potentially stalling and upending anything we want to do.
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      “Tell me what you know,” I say as soon as I step inside his room.

      I couldn’t give a fuck how much pain he’s in right now. The information he has that I don’t is eating me alive. Fernando’s eyes are glassy as he looks up at me, a grimace clear on his face as he tries to sit up. Then, he grunts in pain, falling back to the mattress.

      “I don’t have all fucking day,” I snarl.

      “I was at Blue Light, blowing off some steam since I got the night off—”

      “Doesn’t give you the right to be an idiot,” I tell him. “Tell me what this is about, so I can stop wondering if our plans have been compromised.”

      “What plans?” Fernando asks, furrowing his brow, and then he must read the complete lack of patience on my face because he opens his mouth again. “It’s not about a girl, not like that.” He coughs and takes a damn long time, getting a drink of water. “My sister was there, Francesca. And some guys were harassing her, so I stepped in.”

      I realize how much I don’t know about my own people who work in my house. I only know about her because Geo did.

      “I try to keep her … away from all of this,” he continues.

      “That doesn’t matter. Tell me about who did this.”

      “They weren’t from here. They didn’t talk, just dragged me outside and fucking beat me to a pulp. The only thing they said to me was, ‘Tell them we know,’ before they fucking left me in the back alley.”

      “Tell who?”

      “I think you and the other bosses,” he says, squinting up at me.

      “Where were they from?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen them around with any of our families, so either they were hired out or aren’t from this area. What do they know?” he asks, and I ignore him.

      Fernando shuts his eyes, blowing out a long breath. “I think they might have been from Chicago since Francesca was there.”

      I stare at him, knowing what that means. They could be Leoni. I knew Fernando was from Chicago originally. His father left with mine, bringing Fernando and his sister and mom with him. But it got to be too much, and his wife left, taking Francesca back home to Chicago and back to her family, who were wrapped up with the Leonis. Fernando’s father had plans to return to Chicago once he was more settled and bring back his wife and daughter, but he was killed before that happened. His mom remarried a guard in the Leoni crime family, and then Francesca was stuck. It’s a screwed-up situation.

      “Is that where your sister has been?”

      “Yes,” he says.

      “Where is she now?”

      “I don’t know,” he says again.

      What a wealth of information.

      “I never saw her after that. They could have taken her.” His eyes take on a panicked look.

      I groan in frustration. Just what I need—a complication.

      “Fuck, Fernando. You know for sure this shit involves me? It can’t be anything else?”

      “Who else could they be talking about?”

      I pace, raking my hands through my hair, and look back at him. “I’m not finding her. I’ve got too much at stake to risk it.”

      He blows out another breath, and this time, he pushes up to sit, gritting his teeth against the pain as he props himself up against the headboard. “I won’t ask that of you. Once I can stand, I’ll look for her.” The sadness in his voice makes my top lip curl.

      I won’t fall prey to his theatrics. Stupid fucking decisions made by others aren’t going to be my problem. I have to think of my family, my sister.

      Lilliana’s disappointed face leaps into my mind, and I know what she would think of me if I didn’t do everything in my power to find Francesca.

      I won’t do it. I have a coup to stage. And apparently, someone else is coming after me and the bosses for some unknown reason. If it’s Leoni, I have a big fucking problem on my hands.

      “Heal up. You are back to work as soon as you can stand,” I tell Fernando without a backward glance.
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      I chew on a toothpick as I look out the window. There’s not much to see but bushes and rocks under this overpass. Geo is in the driver’s seat, his eyes meeting mine every once in a while when he glances over. We opted to do this meeting just us, no driver that I have to wonder if he’s trustworthy or not. The tension is thick in the vehicle, and I drum my fingers on my knee while we wait.

      “They are late,” Geo says.

      I check the time. One minute after eleven at night.

      I grunt. Tap. Tap. Tap.

      “I don’t like this.”

      “We don’t have to like it to do it,” I bark, and he shuts the hell up. “We need answers, and this is the only way I know to get them.”

      “We could stake out Blue Light, where Fernando was the other night.”

      “Like the men would come back to hang out. No, they specifically had a reason to be there and knew who they were looking for. I need to find out who is behind this and if anyone else has been hit between the Heywood families. Have you heard anything from your side?”

      Geo goes quiet. I know he doesn’t talk to his father much, but I thought if they had been hit, too, they might have reached out for information.

      “No,” he says curtly, and I drop it. Some things are better left unsaid.

      I check my watch again and growl. Five minutes late.

      “This isn’t a fucking game,” I say as headlights hit our car. “Finally.”

      The identical SUVs stop, and Geo flashes his lights, letting them know it’s safe. I watch as their doors open, and then I open mine. I’m wearing my guns and bulletproof vest. I don’t trust these men as far as I can throw them. Just the fact that they all arrived together means they were probably in a meeting beforehand. Without me.

      Motherfuckers.

      I’m starting to feel like it’s very possible the hit could’ve been ordered by one of them. The only thing they could’ve found out is about my meeting with the next generation of family bosses. And if that’s the case, we are fucked.

      My foot hits the dirt, and I straighten my suit jacket as I stand to my full height, facing the other four as they arrange themselves in a line, their men around them.

      “This is a friendly meeting,” I say, holding my hands out, and they do the same.

      “Why here? Why not at your house?” Antonio asks.

      I can’t tell them I don’t trust them. They know I don’t. I doubt any of them trust each other, but to say it out loud would be a death wish right now. They probably want nothing more than to kill me. The only thing saving me is my father’s name and being the only male heir.

      Who would’ve thought he’d be the reason I was alive right now?

      “I needed neutral ground. One of my men was attacked last night.” I watch their faces and don’t see any signs of guilt. But that means shit here. “I’m deciding what needs to be done.”

      “It’s hardly anything to go to war over,” William says, a chuckle making his stomach shake.

      I have to stop my top lip from curling in disgust. He’s the picture of overindulgence. And gluttonous in more ways than one.

      “I have to agree,” Antonio says, shaking his head. “It hardly seems like something to concern yourself with. Men in our profession have run-ins with unseemly sort all the time.”

      I almost feel like they are talking down to me, treating me like a child.

      Geriatric pricks.

      “I would usually agree with you; however, they delivered a warning that has me pausing.”

      “A warning?” Vincent asks, his lanky body the stiffest of all the men. I wonder if he ever relaxes.

      “They told him, ‘Tell them we know.’ But we can’t figure out what they are referring to.”

      The four men glance among themselves, and I press my lips into a thin line. They are keeping something from me. I fucking knew it.

      “This didn’t come from us,” Paul says, and I raise an eyebrow toward him. “But until you are the boss of your family, you aren’t privy to the more sensitive information that we have.”

      “You are telling me, I can’t know about something that fucking affects my family until I’m married and stick my dick in her?” I snarl at them, and they are unaffected, unmoved by my outburst.

      “We will take care of it,” Antonio says.

      I step forward, only stopping when their men move, drawing guns. We are at an impasse. They are going to tell me nothing, and they probably wouldn’t hesitate to shoot me if it came to that. Geo steps in front of me, staring his father down, and I shake my head.

      “Come on,” I tell him, putting my back to the men.

      They can figure it out from their end. If I have anything to say about it, it won’t be their end much longer.

      “I told you I didn’t like it,” Geo says from the driver’s seat when we are back in the vehicle.

      “I don’t pay you to tell me what you don’t like about what I do multiple times,” I tell him.

      “I’m saying, I think they are being sketchy motherfuckers.”

      “Is there a way you could get access to your father’s records? There’s something going on here they don’t want to tell me.”

      “No, we don’t need to risk it. Not when we should be flying under the radar,” Geo says.

      “I’ve never taken you to be a scaredy-cat,” I say, grinning wolfishly at him.

      He scowls at me. “It’s called being smart, asshole; you should try it more often.”

      I twirl the watch on my wrist around further, so I can see the time. Ten minutes—that’s all this took. For them to completely push me out. They don’t want me in their group, and I don’t want to be in it. I might not be moral, but I’m not downright despicable, like them. I don’t take innocent women and children from their families and sell them.

      I don’t deal humans.

      I won’t.

      My father deserved to die for what he’d done, and so do they. I won’t feel bad about taking their lives when the time comes. But I need to have all of my plans in place; otherwise, it could all crumble on top of me.

      Four to one aren’t good odds even if I have the loyalty of the second generation.
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      “Babe, I’m going outside really quick. Will you be okay by yourself?” Ruby grins at me, her face flush and hair slightly sticking to her forehead in the damp air of the club.

      “I’m coming with you,” I tell her.

      She shakes her head, grabbing my hands. “No, it’s him.” Her eyes are lit with excitement.

      “Rubes,” I say, warning clear in my voice.

      She frowns. “Don’t say it. I know I’m being crazy.”

      “You don’t know anything about him. How long have you even been seeing him?”

      “Two months,” she says, pursing her lips.

      She knows how I feel about their relationship, if you can even call it that.

      “And his name is Aaron.”

      I’ve never met the guy, but I know she’s talked of no one else for the last two months.

      “I know his name, Ruby,” I admonish. I know I’m being a buzzkill right now, but it all seems off. “Did you plan this for tonight?”

      “No, he’s surprising me.” Ruby has always been the most free-spirited one of us, the one who is willing to put herself out there and get hurt. Which is what I’m afraid is going to happen. “He sent his friend in—that one there.” She points, and I lock eyes with a blond-haired guy.

      He’s good-looking, sharply dressed, and I immediately don’t trust him.

      “I don’t know, Rubes.”

      “I’ll be fine. He wants to see me for a moment, and then it’s back to you and me, the dance floor, and shaking our asses.”

      “Let me come with you. I want to meet him.” I reach for her hand as she turns in the direction of the blond guy.

      “Next time, love,” she says over her shoulder, blowing me a kiss and grinning. “I’ll be right back.”

      She doesn’t come back.

      

      I wake with a start, tears streaming down my face.

      “Since when did you become such an emotional bitch?” I ask myself, wiping the wet streaks with the back of my hand.

      Connor is Ruby’s Aaron. He’s who she was meeting in secret for two months, and now, I’m supposed to marry him? I feel horrible, like a traitor, and every time I think about his finger trailing through my breasts, I hurt even worse because I liked it. I like him being close to me, breathing in his scent. I like the way he can invoke emotion in me without even trying. I like the way he looks at me sometimes, as if he’s fighting his own demons by talking to me.

      “I’m sorry, Ruby,” I tell her in the empty room, another fresh wave of tears welling in my eyes.

      I wish I could go back to the day she met him and stop it, change the course of her life. I hate him for pulling her in, making her want him, making her trust him.

      It seems he’s doing the same to me.

      But I’m going to help him because I have a much higher chance of getting answers and finding Ruby with him than I do on my own. We are going to use each other, and I hope that we don’t get burned in the process.

      My door bursts open, and I jerk in surprise, watching Lilliana skip across the room and jump onto my bed, throwing a pile of material at the foot of my bed.

      “We are going shopping today,” she says with a wide smile. “You can’t wear that same black dress to your review.”

      “Is this common? Are all potential wives put through this process?” I ask her, trying to glean what I can about it.

      She frowns, pursing her lips as she thinks.

      “I don’t know. Connor is the first of us to get married.”

      “Lucky me,” I drawl, and she shrugs one shoulder.

      “It gives us an excuse to buy clothes. Connor gave me the card,” she says, holding up the rectangular piece of black plastic. I watch it catch the light and wonder how much of a bill I could rack up on it. “Geo is going to take us.”

      “Ugh,” I say, rolling my eyes. Can’t wait for Grumpy to follow us around.

      Lilliana giggles, and her cheeks turn pink. “Don’t you think he’s kind of cute?”

      “What? No,” I tell her, shaking my head. Him slamming me against the hallway wall comes to the forefront of my mind.

      “I do,” she says, leaning forward conspiratorially.

      “Connor would lose his mind,” I tell her.

      She sits back, an unimpressed look on her face. “You don’t know that,” she says, shaking her head.

      “I know enough to know that brothers never want their friends with their sisters. Trust me on that. Plus, you are way too young for him.”

      “You are no fun.”

      She pouts, and I grin at her.

      “I’m tons of fun.”

      “If you say so. I need to find some new dresses. I’m going somewhere,” she says, lowering her voice.

      I raise an eyebrow. “Where?”

      “You can’t tell anyone, but Mama is taking me to Chicago for a while.”

      “What’s in Chicago?” I ask, wondering where the secrecy is coming from.

      “Family we are going to visit. But Mama says I need new outfits, so this will be fun for both of us.”

      “It will probably be good for you to get away and visit family,” I say with a smile her way.

      She’s so young, and all of this around here has to be affecting her negatively. I mean, she buried a parent, and that has to have a lasting impact.

      I try not to think about it. I’ve been pretty successful at burying it deep inside myself lately. But I know I’ll have to face it at some point. The fact that it was at my hands weighs on me, and I’ll have to answer for that someday.

      I get up and pick through my small pile of clothes before Lilliana gestures to the wrinkled items she brought in.

      “I brought you some new pants and a shirt.” She holds them up, and I grab them, happy to have something different to wear.

      “Thank you,” I tell her before rushing into the bathroom.

      I dress and then throw my hair up in a ponytail. I run my toothbrush over my teeth and pee really quick before heading back out to my room. Lilliana is sitting on the end of my bed, and she smiles at me.

      “I ordered breakfast for in the car,” she says.

      I smile back at her.

      A knock on the door has me looking up, and I find Geo standing there, looking none too happy.

      “Are you ready?” he asks gruffly.

      We nod, and Lilliana lets out a giggle and then links her arm with mine as we follow Geo out to the car.
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      I’m jostled back and forth as we drive over a bump in the road, headed to my review, as everyone calls it. My leg briefly touches Connor’s pants, the material soft against my bare skin, and I want to keep it there but don’t. I jerk my leg away, as if it were on fire, causing him to glance down briefly before he goes back to whatever he was doing on his phone.

      “Since we didn’t get a chance to talk about it, what can I expect?”

      “I don’t know. This is unprecedented,” he says absently.

      I gape at him. “You are about to send me into the lion’s den, and all you can say is, ‘This is unprecedented’? What the hell does that mean anyway?”

      “Unprecedented means that it’s never been done—”

      “I know what that means,” I say, blowing out a sigh. I want to slap the phone out of his hands, but I don’t. I practice my self-control. I have a feeling I will need it for this grilling. “What if they ask me what I know about Bertrand’s death?” I ask, picking at a thread on my new pants that I bought on the shopping trip with Lilliana, unraveling it.

      Connor’s head finally snaps up, and he looks at me. “Why would they ask about that?”

      I shrug, biting my bottom lip. I’m nervous, but I don’t want to show it. “I don’t know. I want to be prepared for everything.”

      “Just answer their questions.”

      If Connor is nervous at all, he doesn’t show it. I suppose if they murder me or something crazy, he can get a new fiancée. It’s not like he’s in love with me.

      “I don’t know if I can,” I admit, pulling the thread out a little more. The buildings whiz by us outside as we drive, and I let my eyes dart around, unsure of where we are. “Where are we going?”

      “To Antonio’s house. Don’t worry; I’ll be with you.”

      I glance up, catching Geo’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and I can’t really tell what he’s thinking. We finally turn down a drive, stopping at a gate that begins to open for us. The tree-lined driveway is dark, even in the sunlight, and I think it looks both beautiful and ominous at the same time.

      My palms are sweaty, and I wipe them on my pants, but it doesn’t help. My heart is about to beat out of my chest, and I feel light-headed.

      We wind around the grounds, coming to a stop in front of the house, and Geo opens my door. As I step out, my heels feel unsteady, but that’s nothing new. I pray I won’t fall on my face—that seems like it’d be a bad omen. Not that I want to marry Connor, but I do want to ally myself with him. I think he’s my best bet on finding Ruby, especially with our shared interest.

      Forgive me, Rubes, I think as I take Connor’s offered elbow and follow him to the door.

      I feel like the worst sort of friend and sister, taking someone’s man.

      You aren’t taking anything, I remind myself.

      You’re only doing what is necessary.

      Once you find Ruby and Connor gets what he needs, you’ll go your separate ways.

      But I also don’t want Ruby involved in this life once she’s found. And I’m not sure how I’m going to get us both out, unscathed. There’s no hope for that with Ruby. I know that whatever has happened to her will mess her up. It has to.

      The door opens before we even knock. Geo precedes us inside, and a man I recognize as Antonio steps forward, taking his hand briefly.

      “Son,” is all he says in acknowledgment.

      I raise one eyebrow. How have I not put it together that he’s Antonio’s son? I have researched the families, and I didn’t see a Geo in the children’s names. But truth be told, I don’t really know anything about Geo beyond he doesn’t smile much and he definitely doesn’t like shopping sprees.

      Antonio turns to us. “Connor. And this must be Miss Wryn,” the man says, smiling, but I don’t like it. He looks like an animal hunting his prey.

      “Antonio,” Connor says curtly, shaking his hand.

      Then, Antonio is grasping mine, and his smooth palm is cool and clammy, but I itch to pull my hand back. He pulls my fingers up lightly, and his lips connect to the back of my hand. I stare at him. I’ve never had my hand kissed before, and I don’t think I ever want it kissed again.

      “You are a vision,” Antonio says, glancing up and down at me, and Connor clears his throat. I watch the man step back slightly and then motion behind himself. “We will conduct the panel in the boardroom.”

      “You have a boardroom in your house?” I ask, the words falling out, unbidden.

      He smiles condescendingly at me. I really don’t fucking like this man. He looks like Bertrand did when he called me the weaker sex.

      “Yes, my dear, I do.” He steps toward me, his hand landing on my lower back as he presses me forward.

      I look desperately at Connor.

      “I can walk with her,” Connor says, cutting in, but Antonio only smirks at him.

      “You won’t be joining us,” Antonio says. “You can wait outside, and we will let you know the results afterward.”

      “No,” Connor says, gritting his teeth.

      I watch his jawline flex and the subtle shift of his arm as he makes a fist with one hand.

      “Yes,” Antonio says, the false niceness gone.

      Only a hard shell of a man remains, standing beside me, hand rigid on my back, fingers curled into my flesh as he pushes me forward. I regret wearing this silk shirt; it lets me feel too much when I’m touched. I need a strong layer of cotton or polyester between me and the hands of rich, dangerous men.

      I stumble as he does it again, and Connor steps away, a dark cloud over his face as he watches us. I look at him until I’m shown through a doorway into a dark room, lit only by a few lamps, and then Antonio pulls out a chair on one side of the table for me. I’m separated from the other side, where I count four chairs, presumably for the four men who will be questioning me.

      Fuck you, Connor, I think, my anger misplaced, as I don’t really know where in the hell to put it.

      Nerves assault me all over again, my pits sweating, and I glance up at Antonio, whose hand lingers across my shoulder as he moves behind me. Maybe by accident, maybe not.

      “Can I have some water?” I ask, and he snaps his fingers.

      A girl darts from the corner of the room, startling me. I didn’t see her standing there, but she hurries to a table along the far wall, pours a tall glass of water, and then sets it in front of me.

      Antonio places one hand on the table beside me and the other on the back of my chair as he bends over me, hovering slightly. I tilt my head, my eyes locking with his in an effort not to show any fear, and he smirks down at me. His eyes rake over my face, and I do the same, noting his slightly graying hair, slicked back with pomade; the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth; and the neck skin that overlaps the collar of his pressed white shirt.

      He’s only a man, I remind myself. Flesh and blood. Mortal.

      “Good luck,” he says, his hot breath washing over me, and I hold myself still, waiting for him to move back.

      He stands straight and then strides around to the other side of the table before I let out the air I was holding. I take a sip of the water, lick my lips, and then place my hands in my lap.

      I try not to stare at Antonio as he takes a chair across from me, the girl in the shadows rushing to place another water in front of him. I want this to get started already. I feel like I’m in the belly of the beast, and I’m completely unprepared for whatever is about to come my way.

      Eighteen months ago, I was a normal girl with far-fetched hopes and dreams. I lived in a run-down apartment, wore thrift shop clothes, and worked multiple jobs to save for school.

      Now, I’m sitting across the table from mob bosses, interviewing to marry into their organization in an effort to hunt down the sister they took from me. Allegedly. But I know they had something to do with it. My fingernails dig into my palms, stabilizing me with the pain it inflicts, and I watch as three more men file in.

      The first is the man from the funeral—I recognize him as William from my research into the five men—and he gives me worse vibes than Antonio. Then, a large man—Paul—and a tall man—Vincent—follow him, taking the three remaining seats. All is quiet, except for the rustling papers in front of them and the clank of waters being placed on the wood table for each of the three men.

      Then, I have four pairs of eyes focused on me, and I paste a demure smile on my face. I won’t let them win. This whole thing depends on me, and I won’t let myself, Connor, or Ruby down.

      They sit in silence for a while. I guess to intimidate me—I’m not sure. But it’s working. I can feel my heart beating quicker and quicker, the longer they look at me. I wish Connor were in here, but I’m not really sure why. It’s not like he’s a calming presence for me. But at least I would know that he’s on my side.

      “So, Wryn,” Antonio starts, offering me a smile that does nothing to ease my nerves, “we want this to go as smoothly as you do.”

      Doubt that.

      “We are here to ask some questions and make sure that you are the best fit to be a boss’s wife.”

      I almost snort at that. It sounds so odd, almost like the title of one of those reality shows. The Boss Wives of Heywood or something like that. I imagine the stupidity of it.

      I nod, urging him to continue so we can get the hell out of here. Being in their presence is unsettling.

      “From what we could find on you, you grew up in a foster home?”

      My eyes widen because for them to have that information, it means that they know my real name. I wonder how they found it.

      “I did. Lots of them actually. I was orphaned when I was five—both of my parents died in a freak car accident—and I spent the rest of my minor life in the system.”

      “I see, and you’ve lived in how many states?”

      I fail to see how this has any relevance to the interview but whatever.

      “One. Just California.”

      “How did you end up in Heywood specifically?” Vincent asks.

      “My last foster family before I aged out lived here. So, I stayed once I turned eighteen.”

      “I see. And how did you meet Connor?” Vincent asks.

      How did we meet? I stalked him at his club, trying to get close to his father, and then met him again when my knife was sticking out of Bertrand’s neck.

      I choose to go with something as close to the truth as I can get.

      “I’ve known him for almost two years.”

      I’ve known of him. Same thing.

      The look of surprise on most of their faces has me cringing, wanting to backtrack. I thought maybe if I acted like I was Ruby instead of Wryn, it would be a more believable story.

      I forge on, trying to cover my tracks. “I met him in a library and fell head over heels. He told me we had to keep it quiet, so I did.”

      “For two years?” William asks, eyebrows raised in a clear sign of disbelief.

      “Yes, almost two years. It’s been a year and eight months now. He thought we should make it public once his father died and he got the news of the will.” I smile at them, trying to play the part of a devoted girlfriend who only wants what’s best for her man.

      “And are you a woman of faith?” Paul asks, his voice quiet compared to the rest, but his eyes are as dark when they are focused on me.

      These aren’t good men.

      “I was baptized Catholic as a baby by my parents before they passed. I can’t say that I’m practicing at the moment, but I am a believer.” I cross my fingers, apologizing for the lie. I know these men are Catholic, and I don’t for one second think that they practice either. They don’t have any faith, but they put on a good show.

      “Would you kill for him?” William asks, leaning forward.

      I turn toward him. His fleshy face makes me cringe, and I fight to not look anywhere else.

      “Excuse me?” I ask, not sure what I’m hearing.

      “We value loyalty above all, and as a wife, you would need to be the most loyal. If Connor were in a position that warranted it, would you kill for him?”

      The men ogle me, almost unblinkingly, as I mull over my words.

      I don’t really understand why they are even asking this question. It seems an odd one, and I wonder if their wives would kill for them.

      Or maybe their wives would rather kill them instead.

      It must take a special woman to be involved in this life.

      “I think that if his life were in danger, I would try to protect him. But I doubt I would be much help. He seems to know how to take care of himself.”

      “You aren’t a part of this world, Wryn. You didn’t grow up in it. Are you sure this is what you want?” William asks.

      “You didn’t either,” I say, knowing that this sect of the American Mafia has only been around since Bertrand moved here a little under twenty years ago. Fun fact I found out in all my digging. “Who’s to say you are cut out for it?”

      I almost can’t believe my own audacity, but I don’t try and take it back. The words are out now, and I jump when Antonio starts to laugh.

      “You’ve got fire in you,” Antonio says to me before glancing around at the other men. “We’d best watch out for this one.”

      His words, though spoken jovially, carry an ominous tone, and I don’t miss it. I won’t be flying under the radar. My actions will be seen and noted, and I’d better watch my back.

      Antonio pounds on the table and flips his folder closed, as do the other men. They start to talk among themselves and then stand, meandering across the room to the table set up with a decanter and glasses. I sit at the table, staring after them.

      I curl my hands into fists and glare at them as their backs are turned, angry by their blatant dismissal. They didn’t even bother to actually tell me to go. It’s as if I don’t matter a bit to them, and I don’t. This whole charade is laughable. It’s a power play. It doesn’t mean anything. I doubt they even needed to do it.

      I stand and smooth my pants down, collecting myself before I stride for the door that I entered through. I keep my head down, hoping I don’t attract their attention as I open it. Connor and Geo turn to look at me as I walk out, and the door shuts with a soft click behind me.

      “Can we go?” I ask him, walking closer.

      I don’t feel safe here. Technically, I shouldn’t feel safe anywhere but definitely not here. These men let me know I was a joke, expendable. And I should have known that all along. I might have a false sense of security around Connor, but I have no sense of security here.

      Connor doesn’t answer but glances behind me as I hear the door open again. I quickly step around him, standing beside Geo. Part of me wants to grab his arm and cower like a child, but I don’t. I can’t do that. I at least have to give the appearance of a strong woman, one worthy of marrying a Mafia boss, even though I feel far from that.

      What did you get me into, Rubes? What have I gotten myself into?

      When I find her—if I find her—she has a lot of answering to do.

      “Are we good here?” Connor asks whoever is behind me, and I turn, composing myself.

      Antonio’s voice rings out, and I can sense Geo stiffen beside me.

      Bad blood there too? What is it about these men and their kids not liking them?

      “We are good. What a spectacular lady you’ve found here. We can’t wait for her to become a part of the families.”

      My eyes meet Antonio’s, and he smiles at me, a cold, calculating look. I feel like it’s a warning and not a welcome. His smile tells me to think long and hard before I connect myself with them. But unfortunately for him, me, and maybe Connor, I’m already connected.

      I’m in this, and I can’t back out now.

      “It will be a pleasure,” I tell him, standing my ground even though I don’t feel one ounce of confidence.

      “That’s it?” Connor asks him.

      “It was more of a formality,” Antonio replies.

      Some of the other men file out behind him, drinks in hand and hushed conversations happening.

      “A formality? You told me this was required,” Connor says, and I can hear the anger in his voice.

      I can see his jaw flexing from where I’m standing, staring at his profile. His strong nose, full brows, hair falling slightly on his forehead. I want to trace one finger along that line where his neck meets his ear and on around to the other side. He’s so masculine, so pleasing to the eye. So. Fucking. Dangerous.

      “Ah, what’s the difference?” Antonio asks, turning his attention to Connor.

      “This wasn’t something that had to be done? Do I even have to get married?” Connor spits words quickly at him, and my eyes widen.

      If he doesn’t need me, then what will happen?

      I’m a sitting duck.

      “It’s required for you to be married. We wanted to have the chance to talk to the lucky lady beforehand.”

      “This is fucking ridiculous,” Connor says, stepping forward, getting in Antonio’s face. “I don’t appreciate you lying to me.”

      His fury colors his cheeks red, and Antonio has the decency to look slightly put off by the outburst. Maybe Antonio doesn’t have it all together like he wants us to believe.

      I need to figure out how these families work because I’m getting the vibe that Connor could ruin them all and they are trying their damnedest to stop that from happening by keeping him under their thumb.

      Connor gets in his face, and Geo puts an arm across me, pushing me back as his other hand goes to something underneath his suit jacket. A gun most likely.

      “You’ll pay for this,” Connor says, seething.

      Antonio straightens his back, moving his head and trying to look down his nose at him but failing. It’s hard with the height that Connor has over him.

      “Is that a threat?” Antonio asks, cocking one eyebrow, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world, but I can see tiny beads of sweat dotting his forehead.

      “Yes,” Connor says. He turns abruptly and strides past Geo and me, who quickly follow him.

      Time to get the hell out of here.

      And fast.
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      “Geo!” I wait until he pokes his head in my office and then ask, “Where is Sylvia?”

      “I haven’t seen her recently.”

      “Go find her. Tell her I want to talk to her,” I say with a flick of my hand. Geo mutters something under his breath, and I glance up. “What was that?”

      He glares at me with murder in his eyes, and I smirk back. I’m in no mood. He stalks off, and I go back to pacing the floor with a drink in hand. Now that I think about it, she hasn’t been at any of the dinners, and I haven’t seen her in passing around the house. Maybe Lilliana would know.

      I go to step out of the office and almost run into Geo, who is jogging back.

      “She’s not here.”

      “Not here?”

      “As in not on the grounds. She had a car pick her and Lilliana up yesterday.”

      “Where did it take them?” I ask, but the sinking feeling in my gut tells me I already know.

      Sylvia went home and took my sister with her.

      Fuck.

      “The airstrip,” Geo says.

      “And no one fucking thought to let me know?” I roar. My voice echoes around the house, and I hear something being dropped a few rooms down. It shatters, breaking the silence that follows my outburst. “How does she disappear out from under me and take Lilliana too?”

      I slam the office door and stalk toward the stairs, Geo following.

      “This won’t look good,” Geo says.

      I can already feel him shaking his head behind me, like a disappointed father. Well, too bad. I’ve already had one of those, and he’s dead.

      “No shit. It looks like I can’t control my family, which really doesn’t help things, considering where I stand right now. I don’t even have my damn inheritance.”

      “She did this on purpose,” he says, and I spin.

      “I fucking know that. She goes crying to daddy whenever things don’t go her way.”

      “She should have gotten something from Bertrand.”

      “I don’t give a fuck what she should have gotten. The only good thing she’s ever given this family is Lilliana. And now, she’s taken that, back to our enemies.” I continue walking with Geo.

      “From Bertrand’s point of view, the whole reason she married him was to create an alliance.”

      “Which is shattered now that he’s gone and I’m taking over. But I don’t know that it was an alliance in her father’s mind. He hated Bertrand. And Sylvia hates me. I’ve always been a nuisance to her. I’ve never been hers.”

      Not that I ever wanted to be. I had a mother—a damn good one—and Sylvia wasn’t that. She was money-hungry, power-hungry, and hungry to please her family. There’s no telling what secrets she’s taken back to them. Back to Chicago.

      “Do you think this has anything to do with Fernando?” Geo asks.

      I stop short, right outside of Wryn’s room.

      “I did think it could be Leoni who hit him,” I say on a whisper, not wanting that to be the answer.

      “But it doesn’t make sense why,” Geo says, pressing his lips into a thin line, his hand inadvertently going to the gun on his holster. “God, let’s pray that’s not who it is.”

      “If so, we have bigger problems on our hands. I need to marry Wryn—and quick. I need all of the files and resources I can get my hands on. Fuck this timing.”

      “It isn’t ideal.”

      “Nothing ever is.” I turn and incessantly pound on Wryn’s closed door until it swings inward, her furrowed face appearing in front of us.

      “What the hell?” She sneers, and I step inside while Geo remains in the hallway.

      “Did you know?” I ask, and she moves back, out of my space.

      “Did I know what?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me. Did you know Lilliana was leaving? I know you two have been spending time together.”

      Her face drains of color, and I press closer, backing her up.

      The fury on my face is enough to make her cower, and I snarl, “First thing you need to work on is your poker face. Yours is shit. I can see every thought written across it.”

      She squares her shoulders, trying to stand taller as she takes yet another step back, finally meeting the wall in a sudden stop. The breath expels from her lungs in a sharp whoosh. “And the second thing?”

      “Don’t keep information from me. The only way I can protect you and this family is if I know what I’m up against.”

      “I don’t think it’s really any of your concern if Lilliana wanted to go on a trip with her mother,” Wryn shoots back, and I lean in close to her.

      “It does if she’s taken her into the clutches of our damn enemies,” I say with barely held restraint.

      Wryn doesn’t speak, her swallow audible as she digests what I said.

      “She’s in danger?” Wryn asks.

      I turn, striding away from her. “That’s yet to be seen. But we aren’t on good terms with Sylvia’s family. Not since you killed my father.”

      I didn’t stop to think about it before all of this shit, but I know what my father had said all along. The ties between our families were tenuous at best.

      “I-I didn’t—”

      “You didn’t what?” I ask, walking back toward her. I see the minute her mind changes—from trying to convince me she didn’t have anything to do with it when we were both there to covering her own ass.

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Of course you didn’t know. It’s why you don’t need to be keeping secrets. Did she say when they would return?”

      Wryn shakes her head, and I growl. My fist driving into the wall beside her head has us both jumping. Geo steps in, one hand on my arm.

      “Boss,” he says in warning, and I suddenly want to fight him.

      “We have to go to Chicago.”

      “That’s a terrible idea,” Geo says.

      I turn to Wryn. “Pack. Now.”

      “Wait, if Sylvia’s family is your enemy, why did she marry your father?” Wryn asks.

      I clench and unclench my fist, the knuckles smarting and most likely split from my attack on the wall. I don’t look at them.

      “It was an alliance marriage after she ran away with him. Never a great one, but it definitely isn’t good anymore now that Bertrand is dead. Sylvia got nothing in his will as far as I know, and I only get something once I’m married. Even from the grave, the man is still fucking up my life.”

      “Why didn’t you marry one of her family? To keep the alliance going?” Wryn asks. “Why me?”

      “I’m marrying you because you aren’t involved in this life. So, when I let you go and divorce you, it will be a clean break. If I were to marry in a family, there would be no outs. For either of us.”

      Wryn nods, and I jerk my head to Geo. He walks out the door ahead of me, and I glance back to see she hasn’t moved. Her body is still cowering beside the hole in the wall.

      “Pack. We leave in an hour.”

      I shut her door behind me, and Geo spins, murder on his face.

      I throw up a hand, and my top lip curls. “Call the strip and have my plane readied. Tell the pilot to get his ass there. I’ll be in my room.”

      “This isn’t a good idea, Connor,” he says.

      “No fucking shit, but what choice do I have?” I ask him, and we stare at each other for a few silent beats.

      He nods curtly and spins, pulling his phone out, and I head toward my room.

      I take out my bag and throw some clothes from my drawers in it, and then I stalk to the bathroom. I scrape my toiletries together into a smaller bag and then pause when I look in the mirror. The vein in my temple is pounding, my under-eye bags are purple, and I look like I need a good night’s sleep.

      “Nothing a glass of scotch can’t cure,” I tell myself before pushing off the vanity and back into my room. I don’t need to look in mirrors anymore to know I look and feel like shit.

      “No fucking rest for the weary,” I tell the empty room, feeling a bit crazy.

      I pull my stash of firearms from the closet, choosing two handguns and my holster. I put it on underneath my suit jacket and zip up my bag.

      I’m ready.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Wryn

          

        

      

    

    
      I peer out the window as the plane takes off, the cushiony seat hugging me. I’ve never been on a private plane before. This is actually only the second plane I’ve ever been on, and I still find it fascinating.

      The ground races by, the buildings around us become smaller, and the vehicles on the ground look like Matchbox cars as we climb higher into the air. I feel weightless for a moment, and I smile before remembering what we are doing. Connor called these people our enemies. And we are headed to visit them.

      “Do you have a plan for when we get there?” I ask him.

      He’s seated across the fancy table from me, staring out his own window. It’s one of the few times I haven’t seen him busy with his phone or poring over a pile of papers. He looks tense, his fingers drumming on one knee, jaw flexing.

      “We bring Lilliana home,” he says.

      I pull my lips to one side, not sure he knows what he’s talking about. “What about Sylvia?”

      “I don’t give a damn about Sylvia,” he says, still not looking at me.

      “I hear what you are saying,” I say, trying to tread carefully but I think he believes this will be an easier feat than it’s going to be. “But have you thought that maybe Lilliana wanted to go with her mom?”

      Connor turns his head then, his eyes meeting mine, and I know I shouldn’t have even asked. The anger he’s expressing deep in his brown eyes has me sinking into my chair in case he can shoot death beams from them or something.

      “Lilliana is young. She doesn’t know what’s good for her.”

      “And you do?”

      Boy, I really want him to murder me while in the air, don’t I? It would bring new meaning to the Mile-High Club.

      “I think I know her better than you do.”

      “She seemed pretty excited to be going when she told me about it.”

      “And if you had come and told me, none of this would have happened,” Connor says, seething.

      I lean forward in my chair, my ass sliding on the soft cream leather as I clench the armrests.

      “I’m not your messenger girl,” I tell him, my teeth gritting equally as hard as his.

      “When you are in this family, you answer to me,” Connor snarls, and I can’t help but let a sardonic chuckle escape from my throat. “What?” he asks, glaring.

      I know I should probably keep my mouth shut, but instead, I say, “I’m not in your family … yet. And I can pull out anytime I want to.”

      “Can you?” he asks, leaning forward, his lips pulling back in a grin that doesn’t spread any warmth over me.

      “Yes,” I say, sporting confidence I don’t feel as I cross my arms across my chest and nod, as if that were the final word.

      “There’s no getting out of this world, not unless someone lets you out. Do you know how many times I wished it as a boy? Do you know that my mother tried to get me out?”

      The change in his voice has me on edge.

      “What happened to her?” I whisper.

      “My father killed her.”

      “Is that what you mean to do to me?” I ask.

      Connor merely shrugs, not even deigning to answer my question. He slowly turns his head to look back out the window, and I do the same. My head spinning.

      Bertrand murdered his first wife?

      It’s not that surprising when I think about it, but I can’t see Connor doing the same to me. He’s trying to scare me.

      And it’s working.

      The rest of the flight, I close my eyes, trying to tune out everything and everyone around me. It doesn’t work. I’m unable to sleep, and I’m very aware of the broody man sitting across from me. Every once in a while, I can hear his fingers drum on the leather of his armrest.

      It’s like the sounds magnify in my brain until it’s all that I can hear. I start to wonder if anyone in my life back home misses me. It’s not likely since the turnover rate at my jobs are astronomical. They probably thought I’d skipped town or something. I guess I kind of did in a way. I’m in a very different place than I was, but I’m not free. I don’t support myself anymore, and I hate the power imbalance between me and Connor. I hate feeling like I’m at someone’s mercy.

      Ruby and I always said we would never let another person take away our autonomy once we got out of the system. We would always be our own people, make our own way.

      I snort, thinking about it.

      Look where we both are now, Rubes.

      “What?” Connor barks at me, and I squint one eye open. “You snorted.”

      “Maybe it was a snore,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “You weren’t asleep.”

      “Watching me closely?” I ask, opening both eyes, and his fingers still.

      “I pay attention to everything around me. It’s why I’m not dead yet. And you should do the same.”

      “From what you said earlier, you are the biggest danger to me, and frankly, I think if you were going to kill me, you would’ve done it already. I’m fine.” I cross my hands over my stomach and lean back, closing my eyes again. I press my lips together to keep them from forming a smile, as I can only imagine the look on Connor’s face right now.

      The steady hum of the plane surrounds us, and we don’t speak anymore. Not until we land.
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      “Where are we going?” I ask as soon as we are seated in the rental.

      Connor doesn’t answer, so I try a different tactic.

      “Do you not know how to drive?”

      “Of course I know how to drive.”

      I knew that would get him to talk to me.

      “Then, why does Geo and that other guy—what’s his name—drive everywhere for you?” I lean toward him, smiling.

      “Don. And because it’s what I pay them to do. A lot of time, I have to be free to work on things.”

      “Like, what kind of things do you even work on?”

      “I have to keep up with the books, plan meetings. Now, I have to get the paperwork for us together.”

      “But you aren’t working on that right now.”

      “What is your point, Wryn?” Connor huffs, and I feel victorious that I’ve gotten under his skin.

      I meet Geo’s eyes in the rearview, and they look suspiciously crinkled, like he’s trying to keep a straight face.

      “You should be driving, oh man of the house. Give Geo a break every now and then.”

      Connor reaches up to rub his temples, and I lean my elbow on the door, resting my head on one fist as I look out the window, a smile on my face. He’s fun to rile up. The way his eyes flash as they look at me makes me want to keep going.

      “We’re here,” Geo says, turning onto a street and parking on the side.

      I look at the building in front of us. It’s a row of old buildings converted into apartments and townhomes. High steps lead up to the front doors, all the way down the street. It’s warm and welcoming, and I instantly feel at ease.

      “Come on,” Connor says.

      I open my door, stepping onto the street and then hustling around to the sidewalk. The day is warm, a breeze rustles my hair, and I don’t know what it is, but I sense good energy here.

      We walk up the steps of the building right in front of us, and Connor uses the large metal door knocker. It’s a gargoyle’s head, teeth bared, holding the ring, and I stare at it until the door opens.

      An older woman, bent from age and wearing a bright blue flowery caftan-style dress, opens the door wide, a large smile on her face. She raises both hands and steps forward, motioning Connor to lean down so she can cup his face. Her thumbs stroke across his cheeks, and she closes her eyes, taking a deep breath.

      “You have so much of your mother in you,” she says before letting go of his face and stepping back, ushering us in.

      I look around the entryway, decorated in deep brown and jewel tones. It feels heavy but whimsical at the same time, almost like I’ve entered a different dimension. The woman shuts the door behind us and then steps in front of me.

      She’s slightly shorter than me, her gray hair is swept over her shoulder in a long braid, and her face is wrinkled but kind. She takes my hands, turning them over in hers until they are both palm up, and she holds them as she considers me.

      “You are strong,” she says.

      I glance briefly at Connor. He’s watching with rapt interest.

      “But you are brash. You act without thinking of consequences. Your heart is full of love, and that can get you in trouble. But love”—the woman smiles—“it’s the greatest power of all.”

      I frown in confusion as she drops my hands and then pulls me into a hug.

      “I’m Miss Lulah,” she says, stepping back. “And you are?”

      “Wryn,” I tell her.

      She stares at me for a moment before harrumphing and turning toward Connor.

      “I hope you haven’t come for another book, boy,” Miss Lulah says as she leads us into a smaller room off to the side and motions for us to sit at a little, round table.

      Connor pulls a chair out for me, and I raise one eyebrow at him as I sit down.

      “No,” Connor says, and she nods.

      “You didn’t return the last one, and you know the rules,” she says as she places cups in front of us and pours a light-brown liquid into them.

      “I know; I know,” Connor says, waving her off as he takes the seat across from me and picks up his cup, taking a sip of the steaming beverage. “You always make the best hot chocolate.”

      I raise one eyebrow at his declaration. He and Miss Lulah seem like they have an easy camaraderie, something I haven’t really seen from him before—and I like it. It’s another side of him, one I probably don’t want to see if I’m to get out of this whole situation with my heart intact.

      “I’m here to visit, and I wanted you to meet Wryn.”

      I jerk my head up to look at him. That’s not what I expected him to say.

      “Hmm. And who is this Wryn to you?” Miss Lulah asks as she takes the seat between us.

      I open my mouth to answer, but Connor cuts me off.

      “My fiancée,” he says.

      I think my mouth falls open. I reach up to feel if it has or not, and indeed, it’s gaping.

      “Fiancée?” Miss Lulah asks, not seeming shocked, but more as if she wants him to expand on his statement.

      “Bertrand left a parting gift for me,” Connor says, holding his cup. It’s weird to see his large hands grasping such a dainty-looking teacup, and I watch them, waiting for him to finish. “I have to get married to get my inheritance.”

      Miss Lulah taps one finger on the tabletop as she purses her lips, looking at him. She tilts her head to the side. “And you chose this Wryn?” She gestures toward me, and I lean my head back, mirroring her stance toward Connor.

      “It was mutual,” he says, and I roll my eyes.

      “I see. So, this is not a love match?”

      “Definitely not,” Connor says, clearing his throat, glancing around the room.

      “No,” I say, quickly agreeing.

      Miss Lulah hums for a moment and then shrugs. “Well, it seems congratulations are in order,” she says, holding her cup in the air for a toast.

      “That’s it? You aren’t going to ask anything else?” Connor asks her.

      She smiles softly, the corner of her eyes crinkling. “Is there something you want me to ask?”

      “No, but I thought you would have more questions,” he says.

      She takes a deep breath and then releases it. “It seems like you’ve made up your mind, and the fact that Wryn is here means she’s in agreement, I hope?” She raises her eyebrows at me, and I nod quickly. “Then, that settles it. What a … happy couple.” Miss Lulah raises her cup slightly, nods, and then takes a drink.

      I can’t help but think she meant that last part sarcastically.

      I like her.

      “My little Wryn, would you like to choose a book?” Miss Lulah asks.

      I take a look at her bookshelves that span the walls of the cozy room.

      “I’m not much of a reader,” I admit, and she doesn’t give me a dirty look, like I thought she might.

      “Do you know how to read?” she asks.

      I scoff, “Yes, of course I know how to read.”

      “Then, you are a reader,” she tells me, standing and holding her hand out.

      I put my palm in hers, relishing in the feel of human contact and how it travels through my arm, warming my chest. My heart beats a bit quicker as I follow her, and she stops in front of one shelf.

      She peruses the spines of the books, one finger trailing along them until she finds the one she wants and pulls it out, handing it to me.

      “This one might interest you,” she tells me and smiles, her wise eyes taking me in as I look down at the paperback she’s placed in my hands.

      The Great Gatsby.

      “What’s it about?” I ask, vaguely remembering that we might have been assigned this at some point in high school but I wasn’t the scholarly sort. I probably read a CliffsNotes version and then promptly forgot about it.

      “Lies mostly,” she says with a grin, and I feel my lips match hers.

      “I thought you might say love,” I tell her, and she chuckles.

      “There’s some of that too,” she says. “Death, violence, overindulgence. Take your pick. It’s all there.” She taps the front of the book.

      “Sounds familiar,” I mutter, and she winks. I think she might have picked this book for a very specific reason.

      As soon as we are settled at the table with Connor again, she leans to grab one of his hands.

      “Now, tell me what is bothering you,” she says.

      Connor clears his throat. “Sylvia has taken Lilliana,” he says.

      Miss Lulah gasps. “Here?”

      Connor nods, and she starts to mutter under her breath.

      “You have come to take her back?”

      He nods again.

      “Be careful, my boy. I cannot see clearly, but there is treachery in your future.”

      “Don’t tell me that,” Connor says, leaning his elbow on the table, Miss Lulah still grasping his other hand.

      “I don’t deal in untruths, only what I know. I won’t tell you something to make you feel better,” she says, and I watch the exchange with wide eyes.

      Is Connor really listening to her advice? To her purported ramblings of his future?

      I wouldn’t have thought him to be a believer of anything beyond himself.

      “I know. I don’t want her with the Leoni family.”

      “Is she any better off with you?” Miss Lulah asks.

      Connor jerks his hand back, giving her a look I know well. His temper is flaring, and I grab my teacup and sit back to enjoy the show. Something tells me Miss Lulah can handle her own.

      “She’s better off with me than with them. Sylvia shouldn’t have gone back, and she damn sure shouldn’t have taken her daughter with her. She knows what it’s like for women in that family.”

      “And why should she stay with you?”

      “Because I can keep her safe,” Connor says.

      Miss Lulah raises one eyebrow. “Can you? What are you keeping her safe from?”

      Connor is quiet for a moment, mulling her words over, and then he raises his head. “I don’t know. I want to keep her safe from everything.”

      “Figure out how to make your world safer before you go in, guns blazing, and take her from her mother,” Miss Lulah says. “Have you announced your visit?”

      “No.”

      “I would recommend that,” she says before standing and collecting the teapot.

      She disappears into another room and then comes back for our cups. Once she leaves again, I lean forward.

      “Why does she know so much about everything?” I ask him, and he pierces me with his stormy eyes.

      “Miss Lulah knows everything,” is all he says.

      I sigh. I know I’m not getting anything else from him.

      “We have to be going,” he says as she bustles back in the room.

      Miss Lulah nods. “Thank you for stopping by. Don’t forget about me.”

      “I never do,” Connor tells her, standing and bending to hug the smaller woman.

      He holds her for a second longer than normal, and I know he has a lot of history with this woman, maybe even reveres her as a mother figure. It makes me happy that he has someone like that and sends a pang of sadness through me that I don’t. I know that might be selfish, but damn, it’s a human need to connect with people.

      “Little Wryn,” she says, turning to me as I stand and pulling me in for a hug. “You take care of my Connor, okay?”

      I nod against her shoulder, and she pulls back, planting a kiss on my cheek.

      “You’ll be good for him. Keep him on his toes.” She winks again at me. Then, she picks up The Great Gatsby from where I had it on the table and places it in my hands again.

      We follow her to the door and say our good-byes, and I feel melancholy as we climb back in the car behind Geo. I hug the book to my chest and take a shaky breath. I knew there was goodness here, but I didn’t know how it would affect me.
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      I drop my bag inside the suite door and look around. The streetlights filtering in through the slightly parted curtains are the only light until Wryn clicks on a lamp. I blink a few times and then sigh. It’s been a long day, and I’m ready to collapse.

      I locate the mini fridge and sift around in it, seeing it’s stocked with small bottles of liquor and even a bottle of wine along with waters and a few snacks. I pull out a vodka and the wine, holding it up for Wryn, who is staring at me with one eyebrow raised.

      Always so judgmental.

      She nods, and I open both of them. I pour the wine in a glass I found in the small kitchenette and hand it to her. We stand silently as we let the alcohol wash down us, contemplating separately but together. I want to ask her what she’s thinking, but I’m not sure I really want to know. It would only complicate things—to try and get any closer to her.

      The door opens, and I glance over at Geo, who strides in, dropping the keys on the counter beside me. Then, he grabs my small bottle, downing the rest of it.

      “Asshole,” I say, trying to take it back. “I need you to get a courier.”

      Geo pauses, dropping the bottle to the counter beside the keys, and he looks at me. “Right now?”

      “Yes, we don’t need to wait any longer. The Leonis will know we are here. We don’t need to look like we are hiding.”

      “We should’ve already sent someone,” Geo says.

      “I fucking know that,” I snap at him. I might have been brash with my actions earlier, jumping on a plane to rescue my sister when I have no manpower to back me up and absolutely no idea what I’m walking into. “I have to consider the facts. Either Sylvia came back on her own with Lilliana or she was forced back. But either way, the Leonis don’t have any rights to Lilliana.”

      “You are talking about her like she’s not a human being,” Wryn cuts in, causing us both to look her way. “She’s not a possession.”

      “To the Leonis, she is,” I tell her, and her eyes widen. “In a strange way, Sylvia escaped them by marrying my father. He wasn’t a good man, but they make Bertrand look like a saint in their way of thinking toward women and children. Make no mistake, Wryn. They aren’t just dangerous; they are vile and corrupt. More so than the families in Heywood.”

      I watch her shiver, not feeling one bit of remorse for what I said. It’s the truth, and she needs to hear it. She needs to understand that when we take Lilliana home, we’ll be making a statement, and it needs to be the right one.

      I stride to the desk sitting against the wall beside the window and pull out the middle drawer. I find a pad of paper with the hotel name at the top and a ballpoint pen. I scribble my message down and then hand it to Geo.

      “You know where they are,” I tell him, and he nods.

      I watch as he checks his guns, making sure they have bullets before pulling his jacket back over them. With my note in hand, he turns to leave.

      Once the door shuts behind him, I sit on the small couch in the main room, spreading my arms out and laying my head back until I’m staring up at the ceiling. I hear Wryn shuffling, and then the sink turns on in the small kitchenette. Then, it’s quiet, and I turn my head to look at her. I watch her walk to her bag and pick it up, and then her eyes meet mine.

      “Which room do you want me to stay in?” she asks.

      I mull it over in my mind. I should tell her to stay with me—for safety reasons. It’s best if Geo has his own room and I know where she is at all times. It’s a volatile situation we’ve entered into, and as much as I know I shouldn’t have brought her, it’s a show of good faith, and it will go a long way toward negotiating with the Leonis.

      Ultimately, I decide against it. She will balk, and I don’t know that I’m ready to share a bed with her. I shouldn’t trust her—I know this. But for some strange reason, I do. I feel almost a kinship with her even though we are very different people. We’ve both seen shit—me more than her—but we are connected through Ruby’s disappearance, making it all the more fucked up that I want to put my hands all over her body.

      I jerk my head to the room behind me, and she nods, chewing on her lower lip. I don’t breathe again until she walks into her room, quietly shutting the door behind her. I know I’ve made the right decision when I instantly want to bust the door down and tear her clothes off.

      I might be exhausted, but I’m still a man. I still have wants and needs, and the way she gets under my skin, needling me, has me wanting to show her who is really in control. I almost wish she had fought me, so I could blow off some steam.

      My thoughts make no sense, even to my own mind. I usually pride myself on being levelheaded. Knowing what I want, what I don’t want. But she’s muddied the waters, flipped things around.

      Fuck.
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      A scream wrenches me upright, and at first, I don’t know if I dreamed it or not. It’s not like the other screams I usually hear in my dreams at night. The one I let out as I watched my mother collapse in front of me. This scream is feminine and scared. It sounds again, and I shove the covers off of me, running to the door and throwing it open.

      Thankfully, the lamp in the main room is still on, and I see Geo is already at her door. He glances at me, and we wait a moment. No one is in there with her—I’m sure of it. Geo would know since he was on the pullout couch.

      A few whimpers seeping through the door have my feet moving again across the room, and I push Geo out of the way before turning her knob. The room is pitch-black, and I leave the door open slightly to allow some lamplight in as I pick my way across the floor. When I glance back, Geo is gone, knowing I have this under control. I touch the bed, and I can feel her tossing and turning.

      Nightmares are a bitch. I’ve suffered from them, especially as a boy.

      I act without thinking, only wanting her to stop. I pull her covers back, finding her drenched in sweat. I sit and swivel toward her. Lying down and hooking an arm around her waist, I pull her cool, clammy body toward my warm one.

      “Shh,” I whisper to her, and she whimpers again.

      If I could see her face, I know her eyes would be rapidly moving underneath her eyelids, seeking a way out. I pull her hair off her forehead and murmur nonsense against her temple. I don’t want to wake her suddenly but rather pull her gently from this. I tuck her into me, stroking one hand down her exposed arm, and then she jerks, her head thrashing and arm flying out to the side as she grabs on to me.

      “I’ve got you.”

      There’s silence for a moment before I hear her quietly whisper, “Connor?”

      “You’re okay. I’ve got you,” I whisper again, and her stiff body relaxes against mine.

      I realize the amount of flesh I am touching is more than I imagined, and as I explore, I can tell she’s only wearing a cami and panties.

      She’s still pressed against me, her torso expanding with sharp breaths. She has one hand holding on to my hip where it landed, and she wiggles, getting closer to me. I clamp a hand down on her waist to stop her, and she does. This has quickly transformed into something more than comfort, and I can feel myself growing very aware of how close and unclothed she is.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask, trying to distract myself.

      She doesn’t say anything for a moment before I feel her head shake.

      I move back a bit, off of her, and she turns slightly.

      “Don’t go, please,” she says into the darkness, and I freeze. “Stay with me?”

      Fucking hell.

      “I … Wryn,” I start.

      “Please,” she says again, her voice small, and I cave.

      “Okay.” I pull away and stand to go shut the door—and to be able to breathe for a second without her body touching mine.

      Her skin is soft and doing things to me that are hard to control when I’ve been without for as long as I have.

      It wasn’t a conscious decision on my part—to abstain from women. I didn’t feel right after Ruby disappeared, and then I never looked for it. I kept myself occupied, but now, there’s nothing else to distract me but the feel of Wryn beneath my hands.

      I close the door and rest my forehead against it, blowing out a long breath.

      “Connor?” Wryn has me moving again, back toward her.

      I crawl in beside her, and she nestles up against me, pulling my arm over her waist. Then, she lets out a contented sigh.

      My dick twitches against her ass at the sound, and I ache to hear it again. I shift and twirl one finger over her hip, inching the hem of her camisole higher, and she doesn’t move to stop me. I try to convince myself that I’m only doing it for comfort, but I know it’s a lie.

      Wryn’s hand covers mine, stilling it, and I think she’s going to tell me to stop, which is what we should do, but she doesn’t. She pulls it higher as she turns, placing my hand on top of her breast, and that does it. It unleashes something in me that has been tightly restrained, kept under lock and key, but now, it can’t be undone.

      I attack. I flip her onto her back. My hands go to her cami right above the swell of her tits, and I grasp it, tearing it down the center in a quick rip. She gasps, and I pull it open.

      “Where are the fucking lights in here?” I growl, not wanting to go another moment without seeing what I’m doing. I need to sear this into my brain. I slap the table beside us until my fingers find a button at the base of the lamp, and I press it, flooding the room with a soft glow. I stare down at Wryn’s chest, the way her breathing causes her perfect breasts to shake.

      She looks up at me, unblinking, the torn cami lying on either side of her, softly against her arms, which are gripping on to my thighs as I straddle her. My dick strains against my sleep pants, and I am unreasonably angry that I still have them on.

      “Touch me,” she says after I stare at her too long.

      I wasn’t debating anything, merely taking her in. Relishing this moment. Unleashing my beast. I watch her eyes close as I push my hands into her hair, jerking her head back, and bend to lick a steady trail from the base of her neck to her chin, tasting her. The salty tang of her sweat coats my tongue, and I grin.

      She won’t remember the nightmare after this. I will possess her thoughts. She won’t be able to think about anything other than this moment. I bite down on her earlobe, and she thrashes beneath me until I hold her shoulders, keeping her still. I work my lips back down, nipping and sucking along her neck, and then my thumbs find her hard nipples and flick them back and forth.

      I shift myself down her legs, off her hips, holding her thighs together as she squirms.

      “Tell me what you want,” I command.

      Her gorgeous eyes fly open to meet mine. She bites down on her lower lip, and I rub her nipples harder. She jolts.

      “I said, tell me what you fucking want.”

      “You,” she says quietly.

      “That’s it? You don’t want anything specific?” I cajole, and she stares up at me. “Where is my fiery Wryn who isn’t afraid to speak her mind? Does she get scared in bed?”

      I smirk down at her as I watch her eyes light up with a spark, her brows drawing together, and she bucks her hips.

      “I want you to make me come but only with your fingers,” she says, raising her chin.

      “You think you can tell me what to do?” I grunt as I massage her tits now, squeezing them. I watch her grimace in pain as I grip them tighter.

      “I think I just did,” she says between gritted teeth.

      I release her and climb off her. I pull her legs open, trailing my hands up and down her spread thighs, watching goose bumps rise. Then, I pull her panties to the side, and suddenly and without warning, I jam one finger inside her. Her back bows off the bed, but she’s so wet, dripping. I know it’s from pleasure and not pain as her eyes roll back. Her moans fill the room as I leisurely thrust in and out of her.

      “Is this what you want, Little Bird?” I ask, leaning closer.

      Her hands knot in the bedsheets, and I add a finger. She nods.

      “Out loud.”

      “Yes,” she says as she expels a breath. “Yes, it’s what I want.”

      I hook both fingers forward and find that rough patch on her inside wall. She jerks, and I lean forward, capturing her lips with mine. She releases a deep moan into my mouth, and I do it again.

      “This is almost too easy,” I taunt. I kiss her like that again, both our eyes open as I continue to finger-fuck her. I pull back. “Rub your clit.”

      She follows my direction, her own fingers finding the small nub and circling it, her hips bucking against my hand, and I know she’s close.

      “Already going to come this fast?” I whisper to her as I watch her work her clit into a frenzy.

      “I’m so fucking close,” she says, eyes closed.

      “Look at me, Wryn. I’m the one doing this to you. Don’t think about anyone other than me.”

      Her eyes snap to mine, and her mouth opens on a soundless scream as I feel her walls clench around my fingers. Her hand keeps working through her orgasm, and I hold her eyes the entire time until she throws her head back and she draws in a heaving breath. I pull my fingers out and hold them up in the light before I reach down and paint her lips with her own juices.

      She’s still as I do it, watching me. Then, I lean down and lick first her top lip and then her bottom lip, biting it softly once I’m done. She wraps one hand around the back of my neck, holding me to her. Her other hand finds my throbbing cock, squeezing the head of it as she leans up, biting my bottom lip harder.

      “Is that all you have?” she taunts back.

      I growl, shoving my pants and boxers down. I put her hand back on my hard, bare flesh. I groan as she strokes me, her mouth nipping at mine. She pulls the short hairs at the nape of my neck. I reach and flip her over. Her chest hits the bed with an oof, and then she turns her head, trying to look up at me. I press her further down, pulling her bottom half up to me. My palm finds the plump flesh of her ass, and I strike it, watching the red mark angrily bloom as she wiggles backward.

      I grip myself, swiping my head through her pussy as I listen to her moans, muted by the sheets.

      She turns her head. “Condom.”

      “Fuck,” I growl, pulling myself off her. “Don’t move.” I smack her ass again for good measure and move toward the door.

      I don’t give two shits that I’m naked, and if Geo knows what’s good for him, he’s made himself scarce. I throw the door open and stride to my room, pulling a condom from my wallet before stalking back to Wryn’s open doorway.

      I tear the foil as I enter, rolling the condom on before looking at the bed, but she’s not there. I glance around, and then the door shuts, and her smirking face greets me.

      “I told you not to fucking move,” I say, grabbing her neck and pushing her up against the wall.

      “I don’t really like to follow orders,” she says, clenching my shoulders and pulling her legs up to wrap around my waist.

      I enter her on a quick thrust, and her head hits the wall as she throws it back. I can feel her pulse underneath my fingers that are still wrapped around her neck. My other arm is holding her ass up. There’s a steady bang against the wall as I fuck her, our groans intermingling, her fingernails leaving scratches all along my skin.

      This is cathartic—something we both needed, I think.

      Her fingers press into my hair, pulling my head back, and I pull my hand from her neck as she leans forward, biting my jawline. I’m going to have fucking red marks everywhere tomorrow. She’s a wild animal, and she gives as good as she gets. I can’t get enough of her soft flesh underneath me, the way she writhes against the wall, her hips meeting mine in a clash of power. Our bodies slamming together second after second. Punishing. We both want to forget things, and we are using each other to do it.

      I don’t care. It’s fucking bliss.

      I step back, turning us, and walk quickly to the bed, throwing her in the middle of it. As I try to crawl over her, she scrambles up, a grin on her face. I capture her ankle, holding her in place, and then I yank her down underneath me again. I growl when she tries to move, and she stills, looking up at me. I put one knee between her legs, prying them apart, and then move my other knee between them. Then, I grip her hips, pulling her ass up, and I enter her again.

      She closes her eyes on a moan, her arms reaching behind her to find purchase and finally gripping the sheet in a white-knuckled clasp as she holds on. We don’t speak, only feel until she finds her second release, her body tensing underneath me. Moments later, I fall over the edge with her, my vision going dark for a moment before I come back down to earth. Her ass is still cradled in my palms, my fingers indenting her flesh, and her hands are still holding her in position.

      The only thing moving between us is our chests with labored breathing.

      It was quick. It was heaven.

      It was a mistake.

      I drop her, and she hits the bed with a bounce as my dick pulls out at the same time, and then we are staring at each other. I can’t handle it when her mouth opens, so I get off the bed, pulling the condom off, and head to throw it away in the trash can illuminated by the soft light.

      Fuck, what have I done?

      I gave in to my base instincts. But I’m not alone in blame. She wanted it as much as I did.

      I can feel her eyes on me as I clear my throat, about to talk but then I think better of it.

      I stroll my naked ass right out of her room, across the common area, and into mine, closing the door behind me.

      Fucking hell.
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      We arrive at the gate, and I raise my eyes at the heavily armed guards standing sentry on either side of it. It makes me nervous, and I fidget in my seat, clasping and unclasping my hands. Beside me, Connor is completely still, except for his telltale sign of fingers drumming against his pants leg. He isn’t as calm as he wants to appear.

      I don’t know how I have even known him long enough to know that, but somehow, I do. I want to reach across and comfort him in some way, but he hasn’t spoken to me since he left me lying in my bed last night, wet with sweat and lust-sated. He’s only relayed information to me through Geo, and I’m not sure how I feel about it.

      I think we are both using each other, and I don’t want to get all girlie and possessive about it, so I let it go. I shouldn’t want to be close to him anyway.

      The worst part of it is, I feel like such a traitor to Ruby. The girl who sleeps with her friend’s boyfriend—or ex. Whatever he would be to Ruby now. I’m the worst sort of person. I almost feel worse about it than killing a man.

      When I close my eyes, I still see Bertrand’s expression when I thrust the knife into his windpipe, and I have to actively force my brain to think about other things. It makes my stomach seize up with pain along with my chest, and I have trouble breathing.

      I never wanted to be a murderer. I never wanted any of this. Ruby and I had a life planned out for ourselves. And now … well, it’s funny where life takes you sometimes.

      Geo rolls down the window and converses with one of the guards, who then motions us to get out of the car. I glance at Connor, but he doesn’t look at me as he opens his door, stepping out. The guards roughly pat us down. My guard’s hands linger too long between my legs, and I want to punch him, but I don’t. That would be a death sentence right now. Something tells me to keep my mouth shut and do what they tell me to if I want to survive this.

      They confiscate two guns and a knife from Geo and one gun from Connor, and then they nod for us to get back in the car. The gate starts to roll open.

      The whole thing took three minutes, tops—fast, efficient, and terrifying. I raise one hand and look at it, watching it shake as I hover it in the air, and then I quickly lower it, tucking it underneath my dress and looking out the window.

      I wish I hadn’t come. I wish Connor didn’t think I needed to be here.

      But I guess I have a part to play, and play it I must.

      A shiver runs up my spine as we stop in front of the large double doors of a grand house. It’s dark, ominous, and I watch as two men move down the steps and open our doors. They are silent, and I hesitate before stepping out again and standing. Connor comes to my side, extending his arm as if he were a gallant gentleman escorting me to a ball and not a hit it and quit it fuckboy who is taking me into the belly of the beast.

      He still doesn’t talk as we enter the large foyer, and I glance around at the interior, which matches the exterior. Lots of dark wood, fancy filigree and molding, artwork, large flower sprays, and an oriental rug round out the antique and rich feel of the place, but there’s an underlying sense of dread—or maybe that’s just me.

      I can feel Connor’s arm tense where I’m holding it, and I try to take my hand away, but he covers it with his own as a man approaches us.

      “Right this way,” he says and then turns, giving us his back.

      I look around, but I don’t see Geo. I guess he didn’t come in with us.

      We are finally led into a dining room, and the man announces, “Mr. Connor Soltorre and his fiancée, Miss Wryn Coleman.”

      Eyes turn toward us, prickling the hair on the back of my neck. There’s a fireplace, roaring with a fire, even with the warm temperature outside, and I want to stand beside it to calm the goose bumps rising on my arms. I see Sylvia and Lilliana already seated at the table along with others I don’t know. Lilliana raises a small hand in greeting, a soft smile on her face, and I want to return the wave, but my attention is pulled toward the front of the room.

      A gray-haired man rises from his position at the head of the table, a broad smile on his face as he takes us in.

      “So nice of you to join us for dinner,” he says, extending his hand to an empty seat beside him.

      We continue that way and stop a few paces from him. Connor frowns, looking at the single chair and then back around the table. The only other empty chairs are five people away on either side.

      “We apologize for being late,” Connor finally says, and the man shakes his head.

      He’s not what I was expecting. His demeanor doesn’t fit the snakelike man I envisioned, and it’s throwing me off.

      “Nonsense. You are right on time. Wryn,” he says, appraisingly looking me up and down, “please, sit. Connor, you are down there.”

      “Sir, I’ve come to talk to you—”

      “And we never do business at the dinner table,” the man cuts him off.

      Connor nods, stepping forward to pull out my chair. I sink down as gracefully as I can in an evening dress and heels until my ass meets the cushion, and then Connor pushes the chair forward slightly.

      My eyes follow him as he finds a seat far away from me, and then I turn back, feeling his eyes on me.

      “I am Viktor Leoni. It’s a pleasure to have you this evening,” he says, leaning my way. Geo explained to me earlier that Viktor is the head of the Leoni mafia.

      He’s like a gentle grandfather in his actions, his eyes twinkling like he has a secret to tell me, and I find myself tilting toward him without realizing it.

      I finally find my voice, licking my lips before saying, “The pleasure is mine.” I’m surprised when my voice doesn’t shake and actual words come out. I’m very aware of my chest expanding with breaths, my heart beating a staccato rhythm, a rushing sound in my ears.

      I will myself to calm down.

      “Yes, yes, I’m sure.” He pats my hand, and it doesn’t feel condescending.

      Is this how he does it? How he takes down his enemies? Does he lull them into a false sense of security before striking?

      Maybe Connor has it wrong. Maybe he’s actually just misunderstood.

      Or maybe that’s what I want to believe.

      Maids enter with the first course—a salad—and place them before all of us seated, offering garnish and pepper. Pouring whichever dressing we want after inquiring.

      “Tell me about yourself, Miss Wryn,” Viktor says, picking up his fork and taking a bite of his salad.

      I finger my own fork, running the tip of my index along the cold silver.

      “What do you want to know?” I raise my head to look at him.

      I can sense Sylvia and Lilliana listening raptly as they sit across the table from me, and I fight the urge to look at them.

      “I want to know who has captured the attention of my Sylvia’s stepson.”

      Your Sylvia? She’s his daughter?

      Fuck.

      “There’s not much to me—”

      “Nonsense,” he says again. I stop talking. “There is much to everyone. It only depends on how much they are willing to tell you.”

      “Don’t you have ways of getting people to talk?” I say without thinking, an image of being tortured crossing my mind. I gasp, aware of what I asked him, and I want to melt into the floorboard. My staccato heartbeat rachets up a few notches.

      Viktor pauses before a loud bark of laughter bursts out of him, causing the muted conversation at the table to cease completely. “I like this one,” he calls out to Connor at the end and pounds one hand on the table again.

      It makes me jump.

      “I might keep you,” he says where only I can hear it, and it makes my blood still.

      I don’t know if he means it or not, but I don’t want to be trapped here. I truly feel like I wouldn’t survive.

      I force a laugh and make myself look bashful. I call on the zero confidence I possess right now to make an appearance.

      “I’m not sure Connor would like that,” I tell him, a smile frozen on my face. I don’t know if I look crazy or not.

      “I’m not sure I’d care,” Viktor says with a wink, and I immediately know this isn’t a joke.

      Viktor is playing at something, and I need to tread very carefully. Thankfully, Sylvia pulls Viktor’s attention away from me, and I take a deep breath, blowing it out. I try not to look wildly around, but my gaze is pulled to Connor’s on the other side at the end of the table. He looks angry, which is strange since he’s usually so focused and calm, no matter what he might be feeling inside.

      His brows are pulled in, a crease in the middle of his forehead as he stares back at me, and I wish I could ask him what he’s thinking, but I already know. He wants to know what Viktor is saying to me and what I’m saying to him. This is all a game, and I’m a player in it, one who doesn’t really know the rules.

      The thought makes my heart beat faster, and I start to panic inside. I place my hands in my lap, pressing the nails of one into the palm of the other in an effort to ground myself with the tiny pain. I need something else to think about.

      Viktor stands abruptly, and I jerk as he holds his cut glass, filled high with wine. He looks around the table, a smile on his face, one that doesn’t quite meet his eyes.

      “A toast,” he says, waiting for everyone to raise their own cups.

      Everyone hastily does, me included, and we wait. My heart feels like it’s in my throat, about to gag me.

      “To our guests.” Viktor glances at Connor and then brings his attention to me. “The lovely Wryn and her pending nuptials to Connor Soltorre, my grandson. What a happy occasion.” He extends his hand to everyone seated. “To Connor and Wryn.”

      “To Connor and Wryn.” The statement rings out around the table, everyone tilting their glass to each of us and then taking a long gulp.

      Viktor sets his on the table with a thud and claps his hands together before sitting back down. I’m confused by his actions, how he appears to dislike Connor and then gives us well wishes. It’s a mindfuck.

      I don’t eat much, as I can’t force it down my throat, my stomach not really wanting to cooperate. Nerves assault me as tension settles back over the room.

      Do these people even know what peace is like?

      Viktor ignores me for the rest of the courses, talking over me to the man on my left or conversing with someone else on the other side of the table. I try to watch him out of the corner of my eye, but I get a weird sensation that he knows I’m doing it, so I stop.

      Finally, he sets his fork down, rising, and the room quiets again.

      “Would everyone care to move to the parlor?” he asks, but it’s not a question.

      Everyone stands and files toward the door, and I follow the crowd, unsure of where I’m going. Connor steps beside me, and my nerves start to ease. I didn’t like sitting away from him, feeling like a spectacle at Viktor’s side. I don’t want to be a pawn, but I’m afraid that’s all that I’m going to be here.

      “What did Viktor talk about with you?” Connor whispers, confirming my earlier suspicion.

      “He only wanted to know about me,” I whisper back.

      “And?”

      “I didn’t tell him anything.”

      We can’t whisper anymore since we are walking through the double doors of the room Viktor calls a parlor. It sounds like something old and fancy, and it definitely fits the bill. There are ornate couches spread around for people to sit on, a few small tables with plush chairs, and a minibar along the wall, stocked with every liquor you could want. I think this might be a place where you sit to be seen and underhanded business deals take place in the quiet corners.

      “Wryn,” Lilliana says, rushing toward me and pulling me in for a hug. “I can’t believe you are here.” She pulls back, raking her gaze up and down me with a broad smile. “I told you this dress would look amazing on you. And, gasp, I was right.” She actually says the gasp part, drawing it out dramatically.

      She pulled the long cobalt-blue dress for me during our shopping trip, insisting that I buy it, and I gave in to her, secretly loving the garment for myself. I even put it on in the privacy of my room as soon as I got home, running my hands down the heavy, expensive material as I stared at myself in the mirror. I was unrecognizable.

      I love the way it hugs my curves. The sweetheart neckline with tiny straps makes my breasts look incredible, and there is a long slit up one side that shows a peek of leg as I walk. It makes me feel beautiful.

      “Yes, you were,” I tell her.

      She grabs one of my hands, pulling me away from Connor, who is talking to someone else, and toward a couch.

      Halfway there, I spy a grand piano in one corner and gasp. Lilliana lets go of my hand, and I walk toward it. I’ve never been around an instrument of this size or caliber, and I reverently stop in front of it. My fingers itch to set down on the ivory, to push them and hear the hammer strike the string. I bet this piano is tuned to perfection.

      “She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Viktor’s breath skims my shoulder, as he’s so close behind me.

      I turn my head slightly to look at him, and he reaches one hand out, laying it along the sleek mahogany finish.

      “She’s restored, from 1948. Do you play?”

      I look back at the keys and shake my head. “I had a foster dad who played, and he taught me some things. I once had an electric keyboard, but I don’t anymore.” I stop, knowing that I revealed more about myself than I’d wanted to.

      “Sit, play something for me,” he says, pressing one hand to my lower back.

      I step forward and sweep my dress around the piano bench, sitting. I trail one finger along the white keys, not pressing down. If I play something, it will bring attention to me. Attention I don’t want. But I have Viktor standing here, staring down at me with a ferocious intensity.

      I place both hands in position and start in on one of my favorites—“Hallelujah” by Leonard Cohen. It has never failed to make me happy as I play the chords. It’s haunting and beautiful at the same time. My fingers flow across the keys, playing the melody, and I lose myself to the sound, unaware if others have stopped to listen or not. I know Viktor is still watching as I play. I can feel his eyes on my skin, searing, and I don’t like it. I wish he would leave.

      I continue to play until the song is over, and then I glance up, realizing that everyone in the room is focused on me, on us, by the piano.

      “Magnificent,” Viktor says. “You have a real gift.”

      “It’s nothing,” I say with a small shrug, and he nods once.

      “Then, so it is,” he says, as if he agrees with me, though I don’t believe he would toss out compliments so freely if he didn’t mean them. “Tell me, what are you here for?”

      I frown, searching his face as I debate on what to say. I know Connor wants his sister back, but I don’t think this man would give her up so quickly if he wants control.

      “I’m here with Connor,” I say, choosing my words carefully.

      The murmurs of conversation start back up around us, and Viktor moves to sit beside me. He presses one thigh along the side of my leg; it’s not in a suggestive way, but more in a controlling way, as if he’s letting me know he can do anything he wants right now, including me.

      He can’t. I wouldn’t let him.

      But he seems to enjoy throwing his power around, which is not surprising, given the sort of man that he is. No one gets to his status without running over others in the process.

      He reaches for a fallen strand of hair over my shoulder and pulls it back, his finger lingering slightly on the bare skin around the strap of my dress. I don’t let my eyes falter and leave his face.

      “You want something, Wryn. What is it?” His tone is menacing now, demanding an answer.

      I’m not surprised when I feel my hands start to tremble. I’m a cornered sheep, the monster closing in, and I have no idea what to do.

      “We came to bring Lilliana home with us,” I say, cringing and hoping it was okay to tell him that.

      I’m out of my element here, a tiny fish in a big pond, and I shouldn’t be playing with the big dogs. I way overestimated myself after Bertrand.

      “That’s not what you want,” Viktor says.

      I widen my eyes. I don’t know what he wants from me.

      “That’s why I’m here,” I tell him.

      “Maybe that’s why you are here, but it’s not why you are in this world.”

      “What do you mean?” I furrow my brow in confusion.

      “You weren’t raised in the darkness. Why would you willingly put yourself in harm’s way?”

      His question cuts through me. Darkness. It’s an accurate description of the world he lives in, and I don’t know how he knows what he knows about me, but I am scared.

      “Am I in harm’s way?” I ask, watching the devious smile creep over his face, lighting his eyes, as if mentioning danger alights all his nerve endings.

      “Not right now, but you will be,” he says, and I fight the urge to throw up.

      Is he threatening me?

      “It’s inevitable, my dear. A war is coming, and you are right in the middle of it.” He leans in, his lips touching my ear. I shiver as his hot breath lands against my skin. “I know what you did.”

      My fingers clench, and my blood stills in my veins as I process what he said.

      He didn’t specify exactly what he meant, but what else could he be talking about? How could he know?

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out, and Viktor pats my leg in a condescending way.

      “I have business to discuss,” is all he says before standing and striding away from me.

      I watch him cross the room, getting Connor’s attention, and then they leave. I’m vaguely aware of a warm body settling beside me—Lilliana. But I stare at the piano in front of me, wondering what is about to happen.
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      I follow Viktor into a side room, a study of sorts with a desk and three chairs. He sits in one of the two chairs that are separated by a small table, indicating I should too.  I sink into the other chair, but I am wary being alone with him without any sort of way to defend myself. I know he doesn’t like me, but I’m not sure how deep his hatred goes. He might have announced me as his grandson tonight, but the truth is, I’m not blood-related to him in any way, and I know how important blood is to this man.

      He lives and dies by it.

      “I won’t mince words. I hated your father, and I’m not sorry he’s dead.”

      I’m not sure what game he’s playing.

      Does he want me to agree or disagree? Should I show loyalty to my father or to him?

      “He wasn’t a good man,” I say in an effort to straddle the line.

      Viktor nods. “None of us are. Do you consider yourself good, Connor?”

      “No. Good is relative.” I know I’m giving shitty answers, but it’s a matter of self-preservation at this point.

      “Then, if we are along that vein of thought, your father probably thought he was a good man. After all, he took care of his family in the way a man ought to, am I correct?”

      Viktor’s eyes haven’t left me once, and I’m aware of how focused he is on the way I react to what he says. I fight the urge to drum my fingers against my leg. My one nervous tell.

      “Yes, I believe he thought he did what was right for us.”

      “He was selfish, greedy, manipulative—all things that make for a good businessman. Tell me, what kind of man are you?”

      This is a trap—I can feel it in my bones—but I have no recourse but to tell the truth.

      “I’m a man who wants his sister to come back home, where she belongs.”

      “And you think you are equipped to take care of her? To protect her?”

      Viktor reaches into his jacket pocket, and I tense, unsure of what he is pulling out. I have nothing beyond what I can see on the desk. But it would be unwise of me to attack him in his own home. That is one thing Bertrand always told me—make sure your battles are on an even playing field. Lot of good that did him in the end.

      Viktor produces a cigar, extending it toward me, but I decline. He sticks it in his mouth and then lights it with a lighter from the same pocket. All while waiting for my answer.

      “She is safe with me,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “You see, I have a hard time believing that, Connor Soltorre. Just that name tastes bad in my mouth. You come from a man who thieved. A man who stole my own daughter away. Made her fall in love, promised her the world, and carried her off, out from under my own protection.”

      “And she’s still alive, isn’t she?” I say, bold.

      “Yes, and she’s back where she belongs along with my granddaughter.”

      I hate to play this card, but I’m going to now that it’s necessary. “She’s rightfully mine,” I tell him, knowing that I can appeal to his chauvinistic side. “She’s a woman in the Soltorre line and under me.”

      “Ah, yes. And how did that come to be?” Viktor leans forward slightly, blowing smoke toward me as he stares me down. “Am I to trust a man who is not loyal to his own blood?”

      “You don’t believe I am? I’m trying to have my own blood returned to her rightful place.”

      “Have you asked Lilliana what she wants?” Viktor raises one eyebrow, and I stop myself from scoffing.

      “Have you?”

      Viktor barks out a laugh, but it’s not a jovial one. “It doesn’t matter what she wants,” he says, chest still rumbling with mirth.

      “No, I suppose not.” My hands clench the armrests as we fall into silence.

      Viktor puffs on his cigar, the acrid smell of it filling the small room, burning my nose. I don’t believe that women don’t have a say in things, but have I not done the same? Have I not kept Wryn locked in my house, told her what she was going to do? I won’t let myself feel bad about it. I am loyal to those who deserve it.

      I wonder why Viktor doesn’t think I’m loyal. What has he heard? What information does he have to go on? Whatever it is, he’s keeping it close, not revealing his cards, and I can respect that. But it also unnerves me.

      “I will stay here for as long as it takes,” I tell him.

      Viktor slides his dark eyes toward me. He looks young for his age. Only the lines around his eyes give him away, showing that he’s seen and done a lot of shit.

      “You’re wasting your time,” he says nonchalantly, and I straighten my back, prepared to wage verbal war. “You can’t have her back. Return home and don’t come back here.”

      “I’m not leaving,” I say stubbornly and watch the fire ignite inside his pupils as his eyes narrow at me.

      “You don’t want a fight with me, boy.”

      “Why do you hate me so much?” I ask.

      He places his cigar on a glass plate resting on a small table between our chairs.

      “You are a traitor to your own kind. And I don’t think you’ll last if those men your father called partners in his laughable mob family find out. I relish watching the Soltorre name crumble into nothing. I only wish it had happened when your father was still alive.”

      “Why not kill me now?” I ask, fully aware that I’m poking the beast.

      “I’m a bored old man,” he says with a shrug. “I need a little excitement in my life. Get out.” He growls the last two words.

      I stand, striding for the door. I look back at him once. The back of his head greets me, as he doesn’t bother to watch me leave. He’s made his position clear. I can’t expect his help, and I don’t want it. All I want is for Lilliana to not have to grow up here, be ordered around. Her mother got out in a sense, but she didn’t really. She went from one prison to the next and then back. I want more for my sister. I want more for me. And it looks like I’ve got another enemy to contend with.

      God help us all.

      I shut the door behind me and find Wryn still sitting across the room, on the piano bench, with Lilliana by her side. She looks subdued. I consider them for a moment, wondering what would happen if I took hold of Lilliana right now and walked her out of the room.

      I wouldn’t make it out alive—I know that for certain—but it doesn’t stop me from entertaining the thought. I’ve gone mad.

      Sylvia is glaring at me from her spot on the couch. There’s no love lost between us. She never tried to form a relationship with me, only with Bertrand. I never could understand what she saw in him. I never tried.

      I come to a stop beside the piano, and both women turn to look up at me, Lilliana smiling and Wryn staring.

      Lilliana stands, wrapping thin arms around me. “I’m so glad you are here,” she says against my chest, and I hold her to me.

      “Are you okay here?” I ask her, leaning back to search her face, and she frowns at me.

      “Of course. Why?” she asks, as if it’s never crossed anyone’s mind to treat her poorly.

      She’s so innocent. Even growing up in this world, she’s taken on a bright outlook in life. It’s one thing my father managed to do right. By leaving her alone most of the time, he didn’t foster her hatred and distrust of human beings. She’s optimistic, and she finds the best in others. I think that could be very good for her—or her complete downfall.

      I need her out of here. I need her with me, so I can make sure she doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.

      “No reason,” I tell her, smiling. “Just a big brother looking out for his sister.” I grab and squeeze her hands before dropping them and then catch Wryn’s gaze. “We are leaving.”

      She nods, rising from the piano bench and allowing Lilliana to hug her, and they say their good-byes. I grasp her hand, and the cold clamminess of it jolts me. I side-eye her, but she doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t act like my touching her even registers in her mind. Something is wrong. She’s not acting like the Wryn I’ve come to know.

      Fuck, when did I come to know her? Was it last night when I was deep inside her? Fucking her? Or has this been slow, in slight looks and touches that I’ve become accustomed to in her presence?

      We walk out the front doors, and I don’t drop her hand, not as we wait for Geo to bring the car and not as we get situated on the seat inside of it. She pulls away first, wrapping her hands together in her lap as she stares out the window.

      I want to ask her what’s wrong, but she stays turned away from me. I meet Geo’s eyes in the rearview mirror as he pulls out of the long driveway, headed for the guard shack. I shrug, and he looks back at the road. We stop, retrieving our weapons before pulling off the property, heading back to our hotel.

      I get on my phone, the haunting music Wryn played on Viktor’s piano flitting through my mind as I order one of my own pianos. She looked so happy and serene as her fingers flew across the keys, and for some strange reason, I want to hear her songs playing through my own house. I guess I can call it a wedding present. It doesn’t have to mean anything. Once I’m done, I turn off my phone, placing it back in my pocket.

      After about ten minutes of silence, she finally speaks, and it’s not what I thought she would say.

      “He knows,” she says, and her tone is so ominous and resigned.

      “He knows what?” I ask, but I’m afraid I already know what she’s talking about.

      “About Bertrand. He knows.” She’s still staring out the window, her shoulders tense and her back rigid.

      The streetlights illuminate her and then fade away, only to do it all over again, but she still doesn’t look at me.

      “Why do you think that?” I ask, moving closer to her but stop when I see her tense even more.

      “He told me.”

      “What were his exact words?”

      She turns to me then, the emptiness in her eyes chilling me.

      “ ‘I know what you did,’ ” she recites before taking a deep, gasping breath. “He knows, Connor. He’s going to kill me.”

      “No, he’s not,” I tell her, reaching out and grasping her arm in an effort to ground her.

      “He said a war is coming,” she says.

      I catch the glisten of a tear on her eyelid, waiting to spill over and open the floodgates. She’s losing it, and I have to stop it. I can’t have her have a full-blown panic attack right now. Because I’m close to the edge now. His questions about loyalty make sense. He was baiting me, seeing if I would give up myself. He wants to know why I would kill my own father. My own blood. To him, that’s an unforgivable crime. I’ve sealed my fate in Viktor’s eyes.

      “How can he know that?” she cries, and I feel Geo step on the accelerator to get us to the hotel quicker.

      “Geo, when we arrive, call the pilot and have him ready the plane. We’re leaving tonight,” I tell him and wait for his nod before turning back to Wryn.

      I sense that she’s spiraling, her movements getting shaky, her breathing labored, and I’m not sure how we got here so fast.

      Why is this what has sent her into a tailspin?

      I scoot toward her, grabbing her face in my hands, and force her to look at me.

      “Wryn, stop. Watch me. Breathe,” I command, and I’m surprised when she does.

      Her lips part, and she sucks air into them, in and out, her eyes never leaving mine. I stroke my thumbs across her cheeks in a soothing rhythm, unsure of what else to do.

      “There. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay,” I stress.

      I can feel her head give a subtle nod, sandwiched between my palms.

      Her chest shudders again, and I continue to make sweeps across her skin with the pads of my fingers, calming touches. Her hands come up, wrapping around my arms, grounding herself. I don’t know what we look like right now. I just know I couldn’t have her out of control. I need time to think, to come up with a game plan. I need to know everything that Viktor said to Wryn.

      “We’re here,” Geo says, interrupting our stare-off, and I finally pull my eyes away to glance out at the hotel entrance.

      “Come on,” I say to Wryn, grabbing her hand and pulling her across the seat and then out the door that’s being opened for me by a bellhop. “We will pack up and be back down quickly. Wait here,” I tell Geo.

      Then, I’m striding across the lobby, Wryn in tow.

      She doesn’t speak, her face still pale, but she’s breathing easier. I don’t drop her hand, feeling like she needs the contact, and then we are on the elevator, heading toward our floor. She stares straight ahead at the closed doors.

      As soon as we are inside the room, I push her down to sit on the couch in the common room and walk into my room, throwing the small amount of clothes and toiletries into a bag. I walk back out to see her exactly where I left her.

      “I’m going to pack your stuff, okay?” I raise one eyebrow at her, and she looks at me.

      “What? No, I can do it,” she says, standing and walking toward her door.

      I follow her in her room, memories from last night assaulting me. I stare at the bed, remembering how she looked as I walked out the door, without a word. I’m an ass. And I’m an even bigger ass for wanting to do it all over again right now.

      “Connor?” Her voice is tiny, and I look at her, appearing lost as she stares down at her bag.

      “Yeah?” I ask.

      She sits, and the slit in her dress reveals an expanse of her milky thigh. It’s seductive, enticing, intriguing to offer that teasing sight. I can’t resist it, and I edge closer.

      “I’m scared. What is he going to do?”

      Her words pull my eyes from her legs to her eyes and the swirling emotions I see in them. I drop to my knees in front of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Wryn

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have nothing to be scared of,” he tells me.

      He’s lying through his teeth, but for some reason, it makes me feel a bit better.

      “Why did you leave last night?” I ask him.

      I hate myself for sounding like a clingy girlfriend, and when his eyes narrow, I think he might feel the same.

      His fingers squeeze my knees, his eyes level with my breasts, as he’s on the floor before me, and I wonder what the endgame is.

      I know this isn’t the time to bring this conversation up. I can’t help myself, it seems. My ego is bruised, and I feel like I’m not worth anything but a good fuck.

      “Wryn,” he says, warning in his eyes.

      I withdraw into myself. His hands work up my thighs, fingers hitting my bare skin where the slit has opened in my dress, and I shiver.

      “It’s fine,” I say, gathering myself and sitting straighter. “I shouldn’t have asked. I know what this is.”

      “Good,” he says curtly.

      I nod, getting the message. We don’t talk about what we did. His hand settles on my breastbone, and he pushes me back until I’m lying down, legs half-dangling off the side of the bed.

      “What—” I start to say, but I’m cut off by him making a growling noise.

      “Don’t fucking ask questions,” he says.

      I stare up at the ceiling as he drags my dress up, baring my legs and then my barely there thong to the chilly room air.

      “You need to calm down, and I could stand to release some tension after the night I’ve had.”

      I don’t say anything as I feel him suck my clit through the lace of my panties. My back arches, and my hands fist the comforter on the bed before finding their way into his hair. I pull, and he sucks. He holds my thong to the side and swipes his tongue through me, and I moan. My eyes are closed, and I pretend like this isn’t going to wreck me further because I’m scared that I might be starting to depend on Connor more than I would like.

      I sense my nipples pucker as they rub against the material of my dress with the subtle movements of my body. Connor inserts two fingers and curls them forward, wrenching a cry from me as I crash into a sudden orgasm. It was waiting on the cusp, and I didn’t know it until he pulled it from me.

      Within seconds, his belt is unbuckled, pants down, and he’s rolling on a condom that he magically procured from somewhere. Then, he’s slamming into me with a groan. It’s rough and tense and exactly what we both need to get our minds off of things, if only for a few minutes.

      I don’t reach for him. I just let him pound into me as he holds my legs, his forehead breaking out into a sweat with the exertion, and then he’s coming, his body bowing over mine. He catches himself with one hand next to my head. His eyes meet mine, and we stare as he jerks a few times and then pulls out of me.

      My thong snaps back into place, soaked and messy, and I feel raw and broken and maybe put together, all at the same time. It doesn’t make sense. But I know I’m not going to ask him anything about what he’s feeling. I’m too far gone right now to hear that this is nothing to him. A physical thing. I’m a means to an end in many ways for him.

      And I thought that was what he was for me, too, but somewhere along the way, it started to change.
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      The plane ride back was as tense as the one going, and I sat as far away from Connor as I could get. This time, it was me who ignored him, not talking or even looking in his direction.

      Not that he tried to get my attention. But I knew that he knew I was avoiding him. My nerves were shot, and I tried to lay my head over and get some rest, but I couldn’t. Not after this entire day assaulted me behind my eyelids every time I closed my eyes.

      The ride home after we landed was a blur, and I don’t remember even stumbling through the door or collapsing in my bed, but now that I’m here, still in my jogging pants and T-shirt that I changed into on the plane, I find myself staring at the ceiling, unable to sleep.

      I don’t know if it’s because of all of the thoughts running through my head or the fact that I’m so exhausted that my body won’t let me sleep. But either way, it’s awful.

      I squeeze my eyes shut tightly, trying to envision sheep and a fence for them to jump over, but I get to number three, and Viktor’s face is already forming in the dark void behind the fence, looming closer. The sound of him whispering in my ear makes me snap my eyes open.

      I sit up, looking around the room lit by my bedside table lamp. My unopened bag sits on the floor beside the door, where I dropped it as soon as I walked in. I climb out of bed and cross to it. Reaching inside the side pocket, my hand clasps what I’m looking for, and I pull it out and then settle back into the bed, propping my pillows up to lean against them. I study the front of the book, the eyes peering back at me, and run my hands across the words.

      The Great Gatsby.

      I wonder what was so great about him.

      I open it to the first page and let my eyes wander across the words, slowly letting the story build and take shape in my mind, pushing out the images of Viktor and the cold look in his gaze as he questioned me under the guise of wanting to get to know me.

      I wish I could know more. I should ask Connor. But that would take talking to him, and right now, I’m not ready to face that, so I let the fantastical world of the West and East Egg nightlife and high-society parties distract me.
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      I jolt awake, my eyes flying open as I try to think about what happened. Where am I? What am I doing?

      I take a deep breath when I find myself in the room I’m staying in at Connor’s mansion instead of a hotel room. My finger is between pages of a book, and I raise the whole thing, opening it to see that I got almost halfway through before falling asleep, sitting up, with the lights still on. I stretch my neck side to side, grimacing as it pops, and then I set the book down.

      My mouth is dry, so I climb out of bed, arching my back and reaching my hands into the air to work out all the kinks. The clock tells me it’s after ten in the morning. I pad to the bathroom and cup my hand under the sink, running some water in it and bringing it to my mouth. The slurping sounds echo in the large bathroom, and a voice has me jumping, flinging the next handful of water out and against the mirror.

      “Late night?” Connor asks, leaning casually against the bathroom door.

      I glance down to make sure that I didn’t somehow sleep naked. I didn’t. I’m still in my travel clothes.

      “Had a hard time getting to sleep,” I say, wiping my hand off and then turning to face him.

      There are dark circles underneath his eyes, letting me know that he might not have slept like a baby either.

      He crosses his arms over his chest and considers me, and I reach up to run a hand through my matted hair, trying to smooth it down. I shouldn’t have bothered because he turns, walking out of my line of sight, back into the bedroom.

      Then, he shouts back at me, “Come on.”

      I flinch, not expecting the gruff tone or loud voice, and then I move my feet, following after him. He doesn’t glance back at me. I guess he knows I’m going to follow, and I narrow my eyes at him.

      Bastard.

      I hate that he’s right.

      Soon, we are crossing the threshold of Bertrand’s office—which is now Connor’s office, I guess. I sense my heart speeding up, and I place one hand over it. I avert my eyes from where they last saw Bertrand’s still body lying on the carpet.

      “Sit,” Connor says, and I do, clasping my hands in my lap.

      I hate that I’m doing whatever he wants, not bucking against him at all. Maybe I’ve finally realized how much trouble I’m in.

      “We are getting married today.”

      My eyes snap up to his, and I shrink back at the darkness I see swirling there.

      “I don’t have any more time to waste. I’m calling in your favor. You are mine and will behave as such.”

      “Where is this coming from?” I ask, confused about the change in his attitude. “Can I have some water?”

      He pours some from a glass container sitting next to his liquor and hands it to me.

      “We aren’t friends, Wryn. We are partners in this,” he counters as he sits behind the desk.

      I unclasp one hand to grip the armrest of the plush leather chair I’m perched in as I take a sip of my water and then hastily gulp it.

      “Partners who fuck?” I spit out when I’m not feeling so parched, suddenly angry.

      He doesn’t flinch. I don’t know why I was expecting him to.

      “We both needed a release,” he says nonchalantly, and my stomach clenches.

      I set the empty glass down. I knew it probably didn’t mean anything to him, and I wish it didn’t to me.

      It didn’t. It doesn’t, I try to remind myself. Stupid fucking heart.

      “Yeah, guess we did. What time?”

      He furrows his brow, and I sigh.

      “What time are we getting married?”

      “Six p.m. At St. Frederick’s. The priest has been notified.”

      “Do I need to sign paperwork?” I lean back in the chair as Connor rests his elbows on the desk in front of him.

      “We will at the church. It’s been expedited.”

      “Fine. Am I free to go?”

      “No. I want to know exactly what Viktor told you.”

      “I told you what he told me.” I really don’t want to relive the feelings Viktor gave me as he sat beside me, encasing me in his darkness.

      “He talked to you for longer than it would take to say a few sentences.”

      The scene comes to me again. It’s not physically terrifying, but mentally. He was playing with me, like a cat plays with a mouse, and I felt clutched in his paw as he leaned over and told me he knew my secret. Mine and Connor’s secret. It’s no secret anymore, and now, we can’t be sure who knows.

      “He wanted to know about me, but I didn’t give him anything, I swear. I don’t know how he knows about what I—what we did to your father.” This time, I let my gaze find that spot of ground where he lay that night not so long ago, and I shiver.

      “Who have you told about that?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No one. I swear it.”

      Connor stands, rounding the desk until he’s in front of me, and then both his hands are on either side of me, caging me in. His breaths are short as he stares me down, and I feel like all the oxygen is being sucked from the room.

      “You swear it? On what?”

      “My-my life,” I say, unsure of what else I have that’s valuable enough to swear on.

      “If I find out any different …” He trails off, leaving the meaning clear—he won’t hesitate to kill me.

      I don’t know what has changed in him, but he’s not the man I met that first night at the club anymore. The events of the last few weeks have transformed him.

      “You won’t,” I say, shaking my head, hoping he believes me.

      His hand lands on my chest, my heart pounding beneath the pads of his fingers, and he smirks. “It’s such a strong heartbeat. It would be a shame to extinguish it.”

      I reach up, covering his hand with my own, and my mouth falls open when I realize what I’ve done. He just talked about murdering me, and here I am, touching his hand like I’m in a romantic scene of a movie. I pull mine away quickly, like he burned me—and maybe he has. He’s singeing the corners of my heart with his words.

      “This isn’t you,” I say softly, appealing to the man I’ve gotten glimpses of.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” he says, pulling back. Maybe he’s feeling burned as well.

      “I know you in ways I need to,” I say, clenching my thighs together as I think about his body between them.

      He sits back on the desk, his hands gripping the edge of it as he crosses one ankle over the other in front of me. “Shit just got real, Wryn. Viktor is coming for us, and I need all the information I can get. I’m going to marry you and fuck you when I want. But that’s all this is.”

      “Got it,” I say, standing and adjusting the hem of my T-shirt.

      “It’s what we agreed,” he says.

      I stare at him before reluctantly nodding.

      “It’s what we agreed,” I say and then turn and leave.

      My head is spinning at the sudden change between us. Or maybe it hasn’t been sudden. Maybe I’ve been living in a fantasy world.
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      I stand at the end of the aisle, my hands clenched together since I don’t have any flowers. I’m wearing a mid-length cream-colored dress, one I got during my shopping spree with Lilliana, and no veil. My four-inch heels wobble slightly as I stare down at the front of the church.

      I’ve never really dreamed about my wedding. I never needed to. I didn’t see myself getting married, but now that it’s here, it seems all wrong. The wrong outfit, the wrong setting, the wrong audience.

      The wrong man.

      I stare at said man, whose dark, piercing eyes I can see from here, focused on me. They give nothing of his true thoughts away. There are people sitting in the pews, unfamiliar faces staring at me. Then, I recognize a few, and I fight the urge to curl my upper lip at their glib expressions. The men who grilled me across a table not too long ago now watch me like a hawk as I walk toward my fate, an organ piping music through the vaulted ceiling.

      I watch the scene as if I were outside my body, like it’s not happening to me. A day ago, I would have been happier. A day ago, I hadn’t been threatened by two men in the space of twenty-four hours. A day ago, I was falling for my captor, but he’s shown me his true colors. He’s not the poor, pitiful boy he tried to portray. Telling me stories about his mom, taking me to meet Miss Lulah. He’s a snake, like the rest of them, and I would do well to remember that.

      I come to a stop at the end of the aisle, happy to put those men behind me, but then I face Connor. I take his hand, and he leads me up the steps to stand in front of the priest. The ceremony drags, and I don’t listen to what’s being said. It’s all lies anyway.

      Do I take this man? Yes. I have to take this man.

      Do I promise to be with him in every way the vows say? Yes. I have to promise.

      Do I, do I, do I? Yes. I have to.

      Connor slips a ring on my finger and hands me one to put on his. I stare down at the beautiful diamond, sparkling and bright in the light of the church.

      I’m boneless as Connor pulls me to him, pushing his body against mine and pressing a punishing kiss to my lips.

      “Smile,” he whispers before pulling away.

      My mouth stretches in the imitation of one as we turn, presented to those who came to watch. The clapping is a distant roar in my head as I clasp his elbow, walking back down the aisle, a married woman. As soon as we get to the front, Connor’s hand is gripping my arm, twirling me.

      “Look happy, dear wife,” he says, running knuckles along my cheek as he smiles at me.

      I glimpse his dark band that I slid on his third finger.

      “It’s our wedding day.”

      I ache to slap him, but I can’t compromise our situation.

      Is he doing this to provoke me?

      Footsteps sound as Connor’s acquaintances and friends file out behind us.

      “Look at the lovebirds,” Antonio’s voice greets us.

      I don’t look away from Connor’s face. It’s a magnet, drawing me to him and keeping me there. I wait until he breaks eye contact first, turning to accept Antonio’s outstretched hand and giving it a shake. His face gives away no feelings, like whether he still holds a grudge over Antonio’s lies, but my bet is, a raging storm brews behind those chocolate eyes.

      I do my duty, turning, smiling, shaking hands, meeting those new faces I felt staring at me inside. All while I feel frozen. Connor’s hand stays in mine as we walk around. I meet the children of the other bosses, those who are in the same position as Connor, taking over for their fathers when the time comes.

      Their names cross my mind as they talk.

      I know Dean, William’s son. The one who led Ruby outside.

      Connor squeezes my hand in warning when he catches me glaring at Dean. I avert my eyes.

      Geo’s older brother, Joey, congratulates us, tossing one of those manly bro nods at Geo, who doesn’t return it, before leaving.

      Ginny is my favorite. Her personality requires that I like her. She’s a force, breezing in and crawling inside my chest as she talks. I think in another life, we could’ve been good friends.

      I notice Geo looks at Arie when he thinks no one is looking, and I make a mental note to ask him about it. It’s a good distraction from what’s going on in my life now. Lucas, her brother, occupies most of Connor’s time, whispering where I can’t hear it until Connor’s curt tone cuts him off, telling him he will discuss it later.

      I wonder what they were talking about.

      All too soon, we are climbing in a limo, headed back to the mansion.

      “No romantic honeymoon?” I ask, the sarcastic words hanging in the air around us.

      I’m perched on the bench on the side. I have it all to myself, and I consider lying down, staring up at the soft lights that line the ceiling. Connor sits in the middle of the back bench seat. We don’t touch, not since we left everyone’s sight.

      Connor doesn’t bother to answer me, but I feel his eyes on me. Brooding. He’s a different person. Closed off, hate emanating from his body.

      “I have work to do,” he finally says, and I look at the file in his lap.

      “You should really enter the twenty-first century,” I tell him. “They could’ve emailed that to you.” I know I’m goading him, trying to get a rise. I’m angry, and I want him angry too. “Is that the oh-so important information that you married me for?” I raise my eyebrows, but he doesn’t give me anything to go on. “Cat got your tongue?”

      “You’ve done your part. You don’t need to know anything else,” he says.

      I sit up straighter, glad that he’s finally engaged me.

      “I do when I’m being threatened. Don’t you think I should be aware of the dangers I will face as your ‘wife’?” I throw up the quotation marks, letting him no I’m under no illusions when it comes to our relationship now.

      “That’s my job,” he says, his voice low.

      I frown at him. “What, to keep me safe? To protect me?” I ask.

      “Yes.” He takes one finger and fiddles with the top of the file in his hand.

      “Oh, my knight in shining armor,” I say with a laugh. “Forgive me if I don’t feel safe with someone who promised to murder me.”

      “If you talked,” he points out.

      “That makes me feel better,” I quip, and he sets the file to his side.

      “What the fuck do you want me to say, Wryn? I was clear about what this was from the beginning.”

      “That was before you fucked me twice and muddied the waters.”

      “We are back to that?” he asks with a sigh, as if I were a child who exasperates him.

      “No, I’m not some lovesick fool. I know what I signed up for,” I tell him, only half-truthful.

      “Good. Then, we shouldn’t have any problems. Do you want the proverbial wedding night? Would you like me to visit you later and stick my cock in you?”

      “Don’t be crass,” I say, fuming.

      Connor barks out a laugh. “Crass. What do you want, Wryn?”

      “Nothing,” I say, crossing my arms over my stomach and staring at the wall opposite me.

      I don’t know what I want anymore. My head feels fuzzy, off-kilter, and he seems to have no issues with going back to business as usual.

      Why am I thrown off and he is calm?

      “No, I do want something. I want you to help me find Ruby.”

      He quietly sucks in a breath, but I still hear it.

      “Did you forget about her?”

      “I haven’t forgotten about her since she went missing,” he says, softer this time, and it’s like we have found common ground—something to distract us, consume us.

      “Did you love her?” I ask him.

      His eyes meet mine then, his finger wiggling the corner of the file again.

      “No,” he says, surprising me. “Who can love someone after a few months?”

      Yeah. Who?

      “Oh,” is all I reply, unsure of where else to take this.

      “But that doesn’t mean what happened to her is right.”

      “What did happen to her, Connor? It seems you know more than you are letting on.”

      “I don’t know for certain, but I have ideas.”

      “Care to share with the rest of the class?” My hands drop, fists forming in the lap of the creamy material of my dress.

      “Not until I actually know for certain,” he says, shaking his head. “My first order of business: go through this.”

      He holds the file up, and I study it. Plain, yellow in color, and possibly containing all the answers I’ve come looking for.

      “Don’t you think that’s unfair? I actually married you for you to get that information and then share it with me.” I throw his word back in his face.

      He sighs. A different man would surely be rolling his eyes and staring at the ceiling in silent supplication that I shut the fuck up, but he’s not a different man.

      He’s Connor, and he holds my eyes as he says one word, finally getting me to close my mouth and quit asking, “No.”

      I’ll sneak into his office later and get it myself.
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      I’m curled up in bed on my wedding night, my eyes scanning the pages of The Great Gatsby, but I’m not retaining any of it. Lightning flashes through the curtains of my room, thunder echoes outside, and the day plays on repeat through my mind. The wedding, how soon it was over, binding me to Connor. The congratulations of people I didn’t know. The file Connor was now surely poring over that he told me I couldn’t have.

      Damn him.

      I deserve answers too.

      I finally shut the book with a huff and stand, stretching. It’s late, my head is pounding, and I need something to drink, but I want more than the water sitting beside me on my bedside table. I stare at the ring that I set beside my cup of water and then look away from it.

      I step out into the hallway, startled at the knocking that starts up downstairs. It takes me a moment to orient myself and realize it’s coming from the front door. It grows more insistent, the closer that I get, and I arrive in the entryway at the same time Connor and Geo come from opposite directions.

      We look at each other for a moment before Connor motions both of us aside, and he throws open the door, a furious look on his face. It’s pouring down rain, and lightning crackles in the background, which is probably to blame for my raging headache. The pressure of storms shouldn’t be taken lightly.

      My eyes focus in on the girl standing in front of us, soaked to the bone and holding a duffel bag. She has long red hair and large doe eyes, and she can’t be more than eighteen, twenty at the most. She looks frightened and cold, and I immediately rush forward, pulling her inside and out of the weather.

      Water pools on the shiny hardwood floor beneath her as we take her in. Her bottom lip trembles, and she reaches with a shaky hand to push her wet hair off her shoulder and behind her ear.

      “I’ll get towels,” Geo says, striding toward the kitchen.

      I take the duffel from her, setting it down, and I rub her bare arms.

      “Who are you?” Connor asks, raising one eyebrow and looking angrily in my direction.

      I raise both of mine back, asking him silently what else he would have had me do. She was drowning out there.

      “Fran-Francesca Amato,” she manages to say between chattering teeth.

      “Francesca?” Connor repeats, glancing back at Geo, who is now walking toward us, holding a stack of towels.

      Brigette appears behind him. Her apron is covered in flour, no doubt from when she was preparing food for tomorrow’s celebration. A dinner to welcome me to the families properly. Laughable really.

      “Fernando’s sister?”

      Francesca nods but doesn’t say anything. I wrap a towel around her shoulders and move her hand to grasp it at her neck, holding it there while I take another and try to wring out the wet ends of her hair. She’s got on a shabby tank top and jeans, which can’t feel good with the wet material chafing against her legs.

      “Come on. Let’s get you something warm to drink,” Brigette says, taking charge and wrapping one arm around her shoulders, herding her toward the kitchen. “The inquisition will have to wait,” she says to Connor, who looks shocked that she spoke to him that way.

      I pick up the duffel and rush it to the laundry room before it can soak the rest of the floor. I dump the clothing out in the washer and put in some detergent, setting it to run without even looking to see what all I’m washing together.

      Does it really matter at this point?

      I climb the stairs two at a time, headache forgotten, and barge into my room, gathering some comfortable clothes for her to wear so she can get out of her wet ones. I’m a bit bigger than her, but that shouldn’t matter—she can roll the sleeves and pant legs if needed.

      A moment later, I’m back in the kitchen, hands full of a bundle of clothes and eyes on me.

      “I thought you might want to change into something dry,” I tell her, smiling, and I’m rewarded with a tentative smile in return. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed the company of a girl with Ruby and now Lilliana gone until that grin. It makes me tear up, but I quickly blink the droplets away. It’s not about me right now.

      “There’s a small room back here, where you can change,” Brigette says, taking the clothes from my hands and then leading Francesca that way.

      She returns to brewing a pot of tea once the door shuts behind Francesca, and we all start to whisper.

      “What do you think she’s doing here?” I ask Connor, having nothing else to go on.

      “It looks like she’s seeking asylum,” Geo says.

      I spin to face him. “Asylum? Is something wrong?”

      Connor and Geo share a look, and my eyes narrow between them. They don’t offer me any more information.

      “Come to think of it, where is Fernando? It’s been a while since I saw him,” I muse aloud and notice Connor’s fingers drumming against the tabletop. So, something is going on. “Why are you keeping me in the dark?” I all but yell at the two of them. I’ve about had it with the cloak-and-dagger dance going on around me.

      “Hush,” Connor says, grabbing my arm in a tight grip and circling me to face him. “We will discuss this later.”

      His attention is snagged by something over my shoulder, and I turn to see Francesca coming out of the back room, her wet clothes clutched to her chest, leaving a wet spot on the dry shirt I gave her. Brigette crosses and gently takes it from her, laying them on the table until she can get to the laundry room.

      “Sit, sit,” she says, pulling out a stool and pushing lightly on Francesca’s shoulders until she’s perched on top of it. Then, she slides a steaming hot cup of tea in front of her.

      Francesca wraps her delicate fingers around the cup, warming them while we all wait on pins and needles.

      “Start talking,” Connor says gruffly.

      I fight the urge to punch him for his insensitivity. And possibly because I think a good punch would be cathartic for me right now. Especially if it was Connor’s face at the end of my fist.

      I think he can sense the direction my thoughts have gone in because he releases my arm, and I stumble to the side as he closes in on Francesca. Damn him and Geo for leaving me in the dark. I don’t understand their need to know right now. Can’t they see that she’s scared and cold and she probably needs room to breathe?

      “I, uh, came here because Fern told me to,” she says, her hands never leaving the hot teacup.

      “The night at the club?” Geo asks, and Francesca’s eyes jump to him before she gives a quick nod.

      “Why did it take you so long to come here after that night?” Connor asks.

      “I was scared. I stayed at a hotel for a bit, but I’m out of cash. I had to do something.”

      “Why were you there at the club?”

      She swallows, her gaze darting wildly around the room. I step forward, but Connor must sense it because his arm shoots out, stopping me, and I glare at him.

      Bastard.

      “I was looking for Fern. For you. For anyone,” she says, staring at the tabletop.

      “And why did you go there?”

      “I knew your family owned the club. I was trying to ask around to see how to find you. Then, Fern was there, like I’d conjured him out of thin air,” she says, waving her hand around in the air, looking up. “Then, he was gone, pulled outside into the alley, and I—I—” She breaks off in a sob, and I reach her side, rubbing her arm to console her.

      “You what?” Connor says, still unflinching in the tone of his voice.

      “I hid. Like a fucking scaredy-cat.” The harsh word sounds weird, coming out of her rosebud mouth, and we all go silent. “I don’t know where he is. I went to look for him later, after I thought the men had left, but he wasn’t there. Blood was on the ground.”

      She gets a distant look in her eyes, like she’s reliving the night, and I understand completely. I relive my worst nights continuously.

      “Why were you looking for your brother? How did you get to Heywood?” Connor closes in, his face stoic, the palm of one hand down on the table in front of her, bracing himself.

      He looks fierce, and if I didn’t know better, I would be terrified of him.

      “He always told me if I wanted out to come to him. Things were—are—different here, he said.”

      “Where are you from?” I ask her, knowing I won’t get any information out of Connor so I go right to the source.

      She looks back and forth from me and Connor, clearly confused why I’m asking her this question since it seems Connor and Geo know exactly where she’s from.

      “Chicago,” she tells me, and I outwardly shudder.

      “You are a Leoni?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “No, I’m not. But my mother is connected to them. She married a Leoni guard after my father died. But thankfully Fern was able to stay here, with your father protecting him.” She looks at Connor.

      “He was good at protecting those who served a purpose,” Connor replies, his voice giving nothing away about how he feels. “He valued loyalty.”

      “As do all the men I know,” Francesca says. A toneless laugh escapes from her throat, and I’m surprised when it’s raspy. “I’m sorry to hear of his passing.”

      “Thank you,” Connor says, nodding. “What are you running from, Francesca?”

      “An arranged marriage,” she says. “My mother set it up—with the help of Viktor, I think.”

      I snort. Seems very common in this life. That and forced marriages. Marriages of mutual convenience.

      “Those happen every day,” he retorts.

      Francesca’s back gets straighter.

      Good girl. Stand up to the big bad wolf.

      “To Anthony Bertolli,” she whispers.

      The name doesn’t carry any weight for me, but I can tell that both Connor and Geo go still at the name.

      “He’s got to be—” Geo finally starts to say, but Francesca cuts him off.

      “Sixty-two, yes.”

      “What? Sixty-two? How can they do that? Why would they do that?”

      “Wryn,” Connor says, stopping my rant. My name full of warning.

      “I can’t do it,” Francesca says.

      “And you shouldn’t have to. That’s creepy. He sounds like a pedophile.”

      “She’s not underage,” Connor says, as if it were completely reasonable for a sixty-two-year-old man to marry someone of Francesca’s age.

      “I’m nineteen,” Francesca says.

      My hands curl into fists. Those sick people disgust me.

      “We will protect you,” I tell her decisively, as if I called the shots around here. I was defenseless enough as a child, and I don’t want to see anyone else go through something like that.

      “You can’t stay here,” Connor says after turning away from talking to Geo.

      We couldn’t hear their furtive conversation, but it is evident that it was serious.

      “What?” I almost shriek.

      I can’t believe he would turn her out on a night like this. She doesn’t have anywhere to go.

      “It’s not our problem,” he says, pinning me with his dark eyes.

      Now, I actually am about to punch him.

      What an asshole.

      “If they were to find out we offered her asylum, they would come for us.”

      Francesca curls in on herself.

      “You are as disgusting as they are.” I seethe. “Turning her away, making her go back to something like that? Fernando will never forgive you. I will never forgive you.”

      “Fernando? He’s here?” Francesca says, perking up and leaning forward a bit.

      “I’m not looking for anyone’s forgiveness,” Connor says.

      Geo stands at his side, the expression on his face unreadable. I can’t tell if he’s in agreement or not with Connor’s decision.

      “I’m master of this house, and if you don’t want to be cast out with her, you’ll shut your mouth.”

      “You can’t cast me out, fuckstick.”

      Brigette gasps somewhere in the kitchen as I square off with my new husband.

      “I’m your wife.”

      “And as such, you are my property, and I can do anything I want with you,” Connor says, and it’s my turn to gasp.

      “Property?” I say on a whisper, the room deadly quiet. “Fuck. You.”

      I grab Francesca’s free hand and pull her from the stool. My sudden movements cause her to hit the teacup and it clatters on the plate.

      “Go to hell.” I look at both Connor and Geo in the eyes before I march out of the kitchen, a quiet Francesca in tow.

      I don’t stop until we are in my room, the door shut and firmly locked behind me, as if that would keep him out if he truly wanted to come after us. I set her tea down on the bedside table I’m not currently using and pat the bed.

      “Here, sit,” I tell her, and she does. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Thank you for sticking up for me,” she says quietly.

      I clasp my hands in front of me, unsure of what else to do as she looks up at me.

      “It was the right thing to do. He’s being an ass. I won’t let him throw you out,” I tell her firmly, praying that I can somehow convince him to let her stay.

      “It’s okay. They are right, you know.”

      “No, they aren’t.”

      “They are. In this world, it would be dangerous for them to allow me to stay here.”

      “It’d be dangerous if you left,” I say.

      “I want to see my brother,” she says, looking down at her hands that are tucked between her legs.

      “I’ll find out where he is. In the meantime, do you want a shower? Some food? Sleep?”

      “A shower sounds nice,” she says, her eyes perking up, and I smile at her.

      “Let me show you how it works,” I say over my shoulder as I walk toward the bathroom, intent to describe the futuristic shower to her and then order up some soup.
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      “You have to call a meeting,” Geo says, following my steps to the office as we leave the kitchen.

      I glower at him over my shoulder. “I don’t have to do anything.”

      “Don’t be an ass,” he mutters, and I whirl on him.

      “What is it with everyone calling me an ass lately?” I growl, and Geo doesn’t look put out in the slightest.

      “Call a meeting. I have information on the flower shop.”

      “What? Why are you just now telling me this?”

      “There wasn’t a good time. I got off the phone right before Francesca showed up. Speaking of her, what are you going to do with her?”

      “She can’t stay,” I say with a sigh.

      Geo nods. “I know. It’s the smartest thing to do.”

      “Call the meeting.” I really don’t want to discuss Francesca anymore. I know I should offer her asylum, but it’d put my family in danger, all for a girl I don’t know.

      I can’t save them all, right? What if Viktor chooses to hurt Lilliana in punishment?

      My hands are tied when he has a piece of my heart under his roof.

      No, Francesca has to go, and I can’t let myself feel bad about it. Preferably tomorrow, before Fernando has a chance to find out she’s here.

      “It’s already done,” Geo says, and I give him a sharp look. “It’s part of my job to anticipate. They’ll be here in thirty minutes.”

      I don’t say anything, but it irritates me that he finds me that predictable—to call a meeting before I even gave the go-ahead because he knew I would do it.

      “Fine, show them in when they arrive.”

      Geo nods and turns away, walking in the opposite direction, knowing I need some time to myself.

      I walk in the office door and sink behind the desk.

      I open the file in front of me again. It’s been taunting me since my father died. For so long, I’ve wondered about all the shady shit he did without even telling me. Now, the information is at my fingertips, and I don’t have to wonder anymore.

      Maybe he didn’t tell me because even he knew how deplorable it was. It still is. It’s ongoing, and those other shits are involved. Their faces flash through my mind, each making me feel more disgusted than the last. Trafficking humans. Stealing them away from their families, their friends, their lives and killing their souls.

      How do they live with themselves?

      I grew up around all manner of evil, but even to me, this is another level. I wonder if he ever planned on telling me. Maybe once it was established, fully off the ground.

      From the information I’m seeing outlined in front of me, this was a fledgling operation. Started two years ago with many working parts but not fully fleshed out. There are kinks in the plans, and maybe I can use that to my advantage. They’ve moved around a lot. I don’t know if it’s to keep suspicion off of them or if they’ve had to change who they trust.

      Antonio pulled me aside after my wedding. He handed me the file and told me we would have a meeting on it. Then, with a cunning smile, he ominously said, “Welcome to the family,” making my skin crawl.

      I fought the urge to snarl at him. I don’t want to be a part of his family.

      The things he did to me when I was younger—the things that were done to all of us boys in the name of making us strong, tough men, things performed by our own fathers and men they considered their friends—were despicable. It would be horrifying to the outside world.

      The girls don’t understand, but they are subjected to their own brand of torture. It might not look like cigarette burns, knife wounds, bullet entries, or their first murder on their conscience. But it still holds a psychological sway. They are oppressed, suppressed, kept locked away. Their innocence guarded like a prize.

      What even is innocence anyway?

      It doesn’t exist in this life.

      I let my eyes flow over words, names of flowers, numbers they yield, areas they are shipped from. My stomach roils. This is the information I was waiting on. The code for each will be revealed at the meeting with the heads, no doubt, but I can make educated guesses. How magnanimous of them to call them flowers—delicate, beautiful things they take and destroy.

      Does their evil know no end?

      The next few pages are bank documents— displaying balances for savings, checking, retirement accounts —and it all looks normal. Above board. Like a regular family. But it couldn’t be further from the truth. We are rich, beyond rich, earned on the backs of others. I can get behind guns, drugs, money laundering. But taking actual flesh and blood and transferring it as a commodity—that’s where I draw the line.

      The door opens quietly, and I glance up, expecting to see Geo and whoever has arrived, but instead, I’m greeted by a head of dark hair and a fuming, angry face. I sigh, wanting to reach up and rub my temples. I don’t want to deal with her right now. I start to understand why all the men don’t include their wives in their dealings—too opinionated, too loud. Just too much for me to deal with on top of everything else today.

      “What do you want?” I ask her, knowing exactly what she wants.

      She steps inside, shutting the door behind her and leaning against it.

      “Do you have any medicine for a headache?” she asks, and I raise one eyebrow.

      I was expecting her to light into me over my decision with Francesca. The decision she thwarted. I should be punishing her. I should have control over my household, and now, everything is falling apart around me.

      “Couldn’t you have asked Brigette instead of bothering me?”

      She narrows her eyes at me and then shakes her head. She walks forward, collapsing into the chair on the other side of my desk, right in my line of sight.

      “I went to the kitchen, but she wasn’t there.” She gives a halfhearted shrug and then closes her eyes.

      She confuses me, the way her moods change like the wind. Sometimes, she looks scared, and other times, she’s a warrior, fighting for what she wants or believes in. Right now though, she looks tired.

      So am I.

      I pull open a drawer to my right, finding the container of over-the-counter medication, and toss it in her lap.

      She doesn’t thank me, just picks it up and opens it, putting two in her mouth and swallowing without any water. I’ve never understood how people do that. Then, she throws it back to me. I wait for her to talk, to ask me whatever she came in here for, but she sits there, staring at a section of the wall over my shoulder.

      “Well?” I prompt, widening my eyes and opening my hands.

      I’m ready for her to leave or let me bend her over this desk.

      I can’t deny that being inside her has been cathartic for me. A way to touch her intoxicating body and release my pent-up anger and stress at the same time.

      Should I make the mistake a third time? I don’t know.

      At what point does it stop being a mistake?

      “What?” she asks, turning sideways and looping her legs over the armrest, placing her head in the cushiony corner of the wingback before looking at me.

      “What do you want?”

      “I wanted some medication. Got it now, thanks.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Francesca is showering, so I thought I would give her some privacy.”

      I fold my hands together and work my jaw back and forth. I expected her to come in here, raging, and here she is, docile as a doe in front of me, acting like we are best friends. I can’t afford to make friends, and I can’t have her here for the meeting. She was a way for me to get what I needed, and when I have things taken care of, she will be out of my life. Hopefully for good.

      That’s what I want, isn’t it?

      She can’t know the sensitive information we are going to discuss. Even if she thinks it pertains to Ruby. The truth is, I’ve still not found any trace of her. Not that names are even listed, but there’s no mention of anyone being taken at one of our clubs, which goes to show me it was definitely planned out and done to fuck with me. To show me he could do it if he didn’t like what I was doing.

      “Then, go somewhere else—the library, the kitchen, hell, the gardens outside. Quit bothering me.”

      “Is that the file?” She’s staring at the papers underneath my clasped hands. I shut the folder, glaring at her. “Does it have anything about Ruby in it?”

      “Do you think my father would annotate in the margins where he kidnapped and sold the woman I was dating out from under me?”

      She withdraws, looking away from me. “I thought—”

      “You need to stop thinking. If I find her—” I stop at the stricken look on her face and then forge on. She needs to quit thinking that we will find her. “If I find her, you will be the first to know. Otherwise, none of this is any of your business.”

      “You seemed so idealistic, so different. I thought you might actually change things around here. In this life.”

      “You don’t know anything about what this life is like.”

      “I don’t? I’ve been chained to a chair, almost tortured, locked in a room, threatened by two different mob bosses, and then married—all in the span of a few weeks.”

      “A mere drop in the ocean compared to what you could experience. Look, I’m doing this for your own good,” I say, and she snorts, clearly not believing me. “When you leave, you won’t be able to stay here, and the less you know, the better. You don’t simply ‘get out’ of this life. Why do you think I’m still here?”

      “Because you want to be?” she asks, and I mull her words over.

      Do I want to be here?

      She stands, walking around the desk until she’s looming over me. I turn, like a man possessed, and spread my legs, inviting her to step inside. She does, and I fight the urge to smirk until she puts both of her hands on either side of me and leans down.

      “I don’t think you want to leave. I think you want to continue in this life on your terms. There’s something so heady, so intoxicating about this life, don’t you think? The romance of danger at every turn. The way normal people fear and respect you. They don’t know you though. You have good intentions, but you let them be overshadowed by what’s expected of you. It’s why you threatened to murder me. I have no doubt you could do it, and I wouldn’t be able to stop you. But I think you wanted to see the fear in my eyes and know the control you had over me. Joke’s on you though. I don’t know that I have anything to live for anymore. My whole vendetta was against you and your family. I want my sister back. She’s the only one I have to live for. She’s the only one keeping me quiet about things now. I suggest she become a priority. I should become a priority.”

      Her chest is heaving by the time she gets done vomiting her words all over me, and I reach for her neck, pulling her down and crushing her lips to mine. I need to shut her up. The way she got under my skin, peeling it back, has me reeling.

      No other woman has met me match for match on my own turf. The scared little girl from a day ago is gone, and a fire-breathing dragon is standing in her place. I want her flames to consume me, make me burn. I want to be drowned in her smoky scent.

      She wrenches herself back, her chest heaving even more now that I took all her oxygen, and she raises one arm, striking me across the face. The slap rings out in the room, and then there’s silence between us.

      Then, she’s crawling on my lap, straddling me, pressing her own mouth to mine as she reaches for the hem of my shirt. I tangle my fingers in the strands of her hair, pulling her head back so I can bite my way down her throat. I feel the ridges of her windpipe underneath my tongue as I lick, tasting her. Her throat convulses as she tries to swallow. Her fingers slip under my shirt, finding my nipples, and they pinch, tightening the further I pull her head back.

      My cock hardens underneath her, and the heat between us is palpable. Her nipples pebble behind her shirt, and I pull one into my mouth, the material still between us. It leaves a wet mark, blooming across the cotton, and I do it again. The peak taunts me, urging me to strip her shirt off and I almost do it.

      But the door is opened again, and this time, Geo starts to enter. He takes one look at us—Wryn straddling me, my hand pulling her head back, my mouth near her chest—before his nostrils flare, and he backs out, shutting the door with a click.

      “Doesn’t anyone knock around here?” Wryn whispers.

      I smirk at her. “Like you did earlier?”

      “Grumpy is such a cockblock,” she moans, rising up onto her knees on either side of me before stepping one foot back. “What did he want?”

      “Wait … Grumpy?”

      “It’s what I called him before I knew his name.”

      “Ah. I don’t know what he wanted. Did you hear him say anything?”

      She stands in front of me, her lips swollen, her neck blooming with red marks where my teeth scraped across her skin. She looks like heaven.

      “Asshole. What’s going on?” She looks between me and the closed door.

      I shrug. “Don’t know.”

      “Liar.”

      “Get out, Wryn,” I say, and her nostrils flare this time but in anger instead of surprise.

      “I don’t think I will.”

      I stand abruptly, my hand finding her neck and pulling her to me, nose to nose. Her eyes widen, and her mouth parts slightly on a gasp.

      “I didn’t give you an option.” I let her go, and she moves back. It’s enough space to get her away from me, from allowing me to breathe her in. I can’t seem to stay away from her. I need to make her leave.

      “This isn’t over,” she says before turning and striding to the door.

      She stops briefly at the door to turn the knob, and I let my voice ring out clear. “No, it’s not.”

      Her head turns, the light illuminating her profile. Then, she opens the door, and she’s gone.

      But I think we are talking about two different things.

      No, it’s fucking not.
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      It doesn’t take long for everyone to assemble, seated almost identically to the way they were last time. Lucas and Arie couldn’t get away, so they aren’t here. Or that’s what Geo told me.

      I can feel his questioning eyes on me, but I ignore him.

      I bang my open palm on the desk, quieting everyone, and then after a tense moment of silence, I say, “Geo, share what you know.”

      He told me earlier after calling the meeting, but now, everyone needs to know. Then, we can plan what to do, how to go from here.

      Everyone focuses on Geo, and I finally do too.

      “The flower shop in question is called Fleur,” he starts.

      Ginny snorts from her post in the chair in front of the fireplace. “Very original,” she drawls.

      I glare at her, and she shuts her mouth.

      “It’s owned by a Madame Delia—has been for fifty years. As far as we can tell, legally, she’s an upstanding citizen. She’s eighty, and the shop has been run by her grandchildren. We don’t think she knows anything that’s going on. We think it’s all been operated by one grandson who has ties to your father, Dean.”

      Dean glances up, looking at me first and then meeting Geo’s eyes. “I don’t know anything,” he says.

      I consider his statement for a moment. It was spoken quickly, almost too fast to be believable.

      “Have you ever met a Jacques DeLuna?” Geo questions. He’s Madame Delia’s grandson.

      I see recognition flit across Dean’s eyes. My feet eat up the floor, and I grab him by his shirt, hauling him to his feet in front of me.

      “Why haven’t you brought this to me?” I say, and he reaches up, hitting my wrist so that I drop my grip on him.

      “I didn’t fucking know he was involved with this. I thought he was someone who did the dirty work for my father.”

      “Outside hires aren’t common,” I say, raising my eyebrows, letting him know I don’t believe him.

      “Obviously, I am not told everything, just like you weren’t, you fucking prick,” he says, growling in my face.

      It’s a tense standoff, and I think maybe he’s telling the truth.

      “Was he there that night at the club?” I ask.

      Dean’s eyes harden, and I know what he’s about to say.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, I should have been told about him. I’m fucking sick of you keeping information from me.”

      I look at Geo, who doesn’t move. He’s waiting for my command. My mind spins. I should throw Dean in the basement, get the information out of him, but it could cause him to jump ship and go running to his father.

      I ball my fist up and do something I haven’t done since I was a boy. I punch him straight across the face, watching him reel and go down sideways at the unexpected move on my part. I smile down at him, one devoid of any real warmth, and then I spit beside his head.

      “Don’t fucking let it happen again.”

      Ginny and Geo don’t say anything, and I don’t blame them. I’m messed up right now. After today—the information I learned, the way Wryn got me riled up, and the anger coursing through my veins—I’m liable to do anything.

      Dean gets to his feet, holding his cheek and glowering. I glower back.

      What the fuck are you going to do about it? I mentally ask him.

      He doesn’t move to retaliate.

      That’s what I thought.

      I sound like a child in my mind, so I whirl, facing everyone again, and sit, lounging in the chair Wryn was sitting in earlier. It almost still feels warm to me, which is utter shit. There’s no way the leather would have kept that body heat for this long.

      “Continue,” I bark at Geo.

      He clears his throat, his glare letting me know he’s not happy with my treatment. Too bad he works for me though and not the other way around.

      God, I’m in a really shit mood tonight.

      “I’ve had a guy tailing him and marking down all of his movements. He stays later at Fleur than everyone else and gets unmarked shipments delivered that are definitely not flowers, but also not people. He is generally shady.”

      “Just like everyone in our fucking life,” Ginny says, and I would have to agree with her.

      “We don’t have proof that humans are being trafficked out of the shop, but all signs indicate the shipment that Arie told us is coming in is bigger than what he’s been getting lately.”

      “What are we doing about it?” Ginny asks, blowing a bubble with the gum she’s been smacking on. It’s fucking annoying.

      She might be the only girl I know in our life who acts the way she does. She didn’t get the same treatment as Lilliana and Arie. Her father, Vincent, raised her like a boy. Not as harsh as we got, but she’s no wilting flower—that’s for certain.

      “Nothing right now,” I say.

      She blows out a frustrated breath. “Then, what are we sneaking around and risking a meeting for?”

      “I need you to keep your ears and eyes open. Go through things, find out whatever you can. I have a meeting with the bosses in two days, and we will reconvene after that. If what we think is in that shipment proves true, we will act.”

      Ginny rubs her hands together like an evil villain. It’s disconcerting, to say the least.

      “This is serious,” I tell her.

      She nods curtly. “I know. I can’t fucking wait.”

      Dean is still glowering and not saying a word. His petulant stare is getting on my nerves. Everything seems to be doing that lately.

      “Why should we stick our necks out to play savior for people we don’t know?” he says, finally speaking. He should’ve kept his mouth shut.

      “This is only the beginning,” I tell him, crossing my ankle over my knee. I’m the picture of ease when all I want to do is pummel his lying face again.

      I know I can’t trust him. I don’t know why I let him stay. He knows too much now, and killing him would certainly raise a few eyebrows within the families. My hands are tied.

      “This is one point where we can thwart them and make them start to pay for what they’ve done to us.”

      “They literally control everything we have,” Ginny points out, and I nod.

      “Not for me,” I tell her.

      She huffs, “Lucky you. You won’t lose anything.”

      “I stand to lose everything, more than you even. You’ll be given a slap on the wrist. I’ll be killed.”

      “Then, don’t do this,” Dean says.

      I drum my fingers on my leg. “That’s not an option. We have to do this. We can live this life, keep what we have, and not sacrifice our souls in the meantime.”

      “I feel like mine is already gone,” Dean says.

      “Dramatic,” Ginny says with a snort. “But true. The only reason I’m in this with you is for what I stand to gain if we succeed. My own independence.”

      “It’s what we all want. A new generation of the five families that work together, not against each other. And who don’t engage in human trafficking. We have standards.”

      “The white knights of the black market,” Geo says, and I look at him. The corner of his mouth twitches, and then his face remains as stoic as ever.

      “Let us know the plan, oh white knight,” Ginny says, standing. The sarcasm doesn’t grate like it normally would.

      I know this is out of the ordinary. Aren’t all mob bosses money-hungry, power-hungry, morally bankrupt people? Maybe. But we shouldn’t give up everything for nothing. I won’t let Lilliana grow up in that world. I can support her on other endeavors, less problematic ones, and have the kidnapping of Ruby and hundreds, if not thousands, of other girls off my conscience.

      “Find out where Lucas and Arie were tonight,” I tell Geo as we all stand, joining Ginny.

      Dean gingerly touches his cheek and then narrows his eyes at me once more.

      “Not a word about any of this, got it?” I tell him, hoping my five-fingered warning will be enough to keep him quiet. I feel like we accomplished nothing and everything at the same time in this meeting tonight.

      I know I still don’t understand the full scope of this. I don’t know the moving parts or how there isn’t a mass uproar about people going missing.

      How do they pick their targets? Or take them without notice?

      Ruby was a one-off. She wasn’t a target, but my involvement with her made her one. Maybe that’s why I’m doing this. I feel bad about that. It’s my mother in me. My father would have never bothered.

      The door shuts behind Dean, Geo, and Ginny as they leave, and I stand in the center of the office, feeling lost. I am now a head of a family, on top of our little corner of paradise in Heywood, California, but I still feel like a scared boy. I still feel like the child who screamed himself hoarse as blood sprayed from his mother. I still feel like the one who pissed himself as I wrenched that man’s finger back with all my might.

      I should be stronger. It’s what my father raised me to be.

      Fuck him. Fuck him for making me feel like this, even beyond the grave.

      I can’t change everything—I’m only one man—but maybe changing this aspect of our business will make reparations for the wrong that’s been done. Maybe it will save my dark soul from the hell it’s destined for.

      Maybe.
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      “I’m not a beat cop. I don’t do stakeouts,” I tell Geo after he suggests we spend the day outside of Fleur to see for ourselves who is coming and going. Who we know and don’t know. “I thought you had a guy doing this?” I wipe my face, sweat pouring down it after I finished my last round of cardio.

      “I do.”

      “Then, what would it change for us to do it?”

      “To have our own eyes on sources. Can’t be too careful.”

      I stop to look at him, narrowing my eyes at him. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?”

      Geo actually fidgets. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen him fidget before in the whole of our lives. I continue to pin him with a look, and he finally breaks.

      “I got pictures from him last night,” he says.

      “While we were in our meeting?”

      “Yes. It shows Jacques and William talking along with Paul. There’s another figure there that I can’t make out.”

      “Well, it proves our theory that they are involved.” I still can’t figure out why he’s so jumpy all of a sudden. “So, if the pictures show them in contact, then why do we need to see it? It’s pretty clear from where I’m standing.”

      Geo pulls a paper from his pocket and hands it to me. It’s folded, creased, like it’s been opened quite a few times. I open it, and the bright gym light above us illuminates the dark ink on the paper that shows me the scene outside Fleur. It’s exactly as he said. Jacques—a guy I haven’t actually seen, except for in a mug shot—stands, talking to others, who are clearly William and Paul. The dark shape next to Paul makes me squint.

      “Is that …” I glance up at Geo, whose face is serious. Somber.

      “Lucas?” he says, nodding his head. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, but it looks like him.”

      “That’s why he couldn’t come to the meeting?” My fingers clench, crinkling the picture in my hand as I feel my heart thud—and not from the workout I did. The anger that is starting to boil through my veins has me wanting to run another five miles. Strike out at the punching bag. Anything.

      What has that fucker told them?

      “I thought for sure if we had a mole, it would be Dean.”

      Geo doesn’t say anything as he lets me process.

      “You’ve had this all day, and you are just now showing it to me?”

      I turn my anger on him, and he widens his stance, prepared for my onslaught. He knows he fucked up. He should have shown this to me the minute it came through.

      “You let her cloud your judgment,” I growl.

      The corner of his eye twitches. It’s my turn to grab him by the throat. It seems that’s all I’ve been doing lately—throw my weight around because I can.

      The vicious nature of my words sprays spit on his face as I get close to him. “Did you think about keeping this from me for her?”

      He doesn’t say anything. It only enrages me further. I know I’m being unreasonable, but I can’t stand someone not being loyal to me. If I can’t take it out on Lucas, I’ll do it right now with Geo.

      Sweat rolls in rivulets down my back as we stand there, my chest heaving. He doesn’t look afraid, more like resigned. He knew this was coming.

      “Speak, fucker. You are supposed to be my right hand, the one I depend on. How can I trust you now? How can I trust any of you?” I hold up the wrinkled picture, putting it on his cheek. “If this is Lucas, he will pay. And I can’t promise Arie won’t suffer too.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Geo says, and I smirk.

      “Finally found your voice, huh?” I whisper.

      “I’ve never seen you look so much like your father,” he says, and I still.

      He’s right.

      Maybe I’m becoming the one thing I never thought I would. A cold, callous, cruel bastard. Just like Bertrand.

      “You’ve never threatened a woman,” he continues, and I still don’t move.

      Now, I’ve done it twice.

      “I’ve never had so much to lose before,” I say, and I can feel his Adam’s apple bob beneath the palm of my hand.

      “I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “You’d better pray this isn’t Lucas.” I let go of the picture, letting it drop to the floor. “Be ready to go in an hour.”

      I leave him standing in the middle of the gym floor as I walk out. The door thuds behind me. I feel like a raging animal. It seems like everything is collapsing around me. I was deluded to think that this would go smoothly, that I would take over the keys to the kingdom without a few casualties. I never thought Geo could be one of them.

      I never thought Lilliana would be gone.

      I never thought I would be married to a siren who attempts to lure my ship against the rocks every chance she gets.

      I haven’t forgotten that Francesca is still holed up in Wryn’s room.

      I won’t let Francesca bring us down either.

      She leaves tonight. I dial security and have them ready a car to take her to a hotel. I won’t force her to go back to Chicago, but she can’t stay here. I can’t be the one to protect her. It seems I can barely protect myself.

      I storm up the stairs and throw open Wryn’s door. The two are sitting on her bed, their heads jerking toward me as I glower in the doorway.

      Wryn starts to climb off the bed, and I growl, “I have a car ready for you, Francesca. You have to go.”

      I watch as the timid girl stands, nodding. She’s resigned to her fate.

      “It will take you to a hotel, and I have some money for you. Cash. I can’t harbor you here; it’s too dangerous.”

      “I understand,” she says before lifting her eyes to me. “Can I at least see my brother before I go?”

      I mull it over and then shake my head. He can’t know she was here.

      “No.”

      Wryn is seething as she stands beside the bed. I see her fists clenching and her jaw working. She opens her mouth, but I cut her off.

      “Pack her a small bag.” I turn and leave before anything else can be said.

      I feel like the biggest asshole, and it helps take the edge off, if only for a moment. I head to take a shower, wiping away the sweat of my workout and trying to work through my own thoughts. Tumultuous though they are.

      Forty-five minutes later, I’m downstairs, opening the car door for Francesca like a gallant gentleman, ushering her into the backseat and rapping twice on the hood after shutting the door.

      It’s the least I could do after kicking her out, right?

      I can feel Wryn’s stormy gaze on my back, but I don’t turn and look at her. I have to make the hard decisions. I’m the one who has to live with it, not her. If it means being the bad guy, I guess I am. I never was the good guy though, not in my story or in hers.

      Geo is standing beside a nondescript silver car. It’s been in storage, but it looks perfect, not like it’s been sitting under a tarp for years. We use it to look normal. Ominous black cars seem to draw attention. In this one, you are another average joe, making your daily errands, eating lunch inside your car, bringing groceries home to your wife.

      It’s safe. No one would pay it any mind.

      I climb in the driver’s seat, holding my hand out for the keys. It’s been a while since I’ve driven. I’m usually content to let someone else do it, but I’m tired of that today. I want the control. I want to maneuver the wheel, feel the power underneath me. Well, as much power as this thing has.

      I suppose it’s a metaphor for my life right now. I feel out of control, so I take it wherever I can. But fuck it.

      Geo drops the cold metal in my hand, and I insert the key, cranking the car. He opens the passenger door, slipping onto the cool leather seat. He looks out of place. Our roles are reversed. Or maybe he’s still shaken over my actions earlier. I don’t care either way.

      I peel out of the drive, glancing in my rearview mirror once to see Wryn still standing on the front steps. I swear her eyes penetrate mine, trying to sear me from the inside out, even from across the distance.

      I look back toward the road, knuckles white while wrapped around the steering wheel.
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      It’s been hours of sitting here, staring at nothing, and the occasional person coming and going. Nothing suspicious and no one we recognize. I open my mouth to yawn again, getting another side-eye from Geo.

      “What?” I bark at him.

      We’ve been mostly quiet, content to sit and stew in our own thoughts and emotions. We don’t talk about it, but I’m tired of how he keeps glaring at me. He did this to himself.

      “Maybe we should call it a night,” he says.

      I shake my head. “Nope. This is what you wanted to do, so we are going to sit here and fucking stake out a flower shop.”

      “It’s getting late.”

      I think he’s looking for an excuse to get out of my presence. I can’t really blame him. I haven’t been good company.

      “Past your bedtime?” I ask, goading him. I don’t know why I’m doing it. Maybe I’m looking for a fight.

      “No—” he starts but cuts himself off. “Look.”

      I glance where he’s looking, seeing a truck backing up to the loading door around the back of the building. Once the tail of the truck disappears around the corner, we can’t see what’s being taken off of it. But the side door is where the employees have been entering and exiting, so we are in the perfect position to see if anyone comes out.

      A minute later, we are rewarded. The door opens, and Jacques steps through. He approaches the door to the vehicle and talks to the driver a moment, reaching to hand him something. It’s too dark for me to make out since he’s stepped out of the light. Then, the door opens again, and my heart drops. It’s what I’ve been hoping wasn’t true since I saw the picture.

      Geo reaches for me as I pull the door handle, his gesture ineffective as I step out of the driver’s seat. I unfold to my height, my hand reaching into my jacket for the gun I have holstered.

      I debate on if I should kill him now or take him back to the basement. Bold, brash thoughts as I make my snap decision.

      “Soltorre,” Geo hisses behind me, trying to do the right thing and stop me.

      I’m unhinged. Red is clouding my vision. I can hear my heartbeat in my ears. I can almost smell his fear on the air.

      “Get the fuck back in the car. You are going to get us killed.”

      I don’t move while I stare at Lucas as he approaches the vehicle beside Jacques. The traitorous fucker. They haven’t spotted me yet.

      “Think about this: how will you possibly shoot him and walk away free? You know Jacques is packing. You know there are others inside. And what would you tell the other bosses?”

      His words make sense, but as soon as they register, I let them fly out the other side of my head. I feel too much. My calm facade is gone. I want something to fucking happen for once instead of us talking about it.

      I’m walking across the street before I even know that my feet are moving. My body is on autopilot. A gun is in my hand, pointed at the men. A voice rings out, telling me to stop.

      I don’t.

      A warning shot is fired. Not from me or the two men I’m watching. Somewhere else. They have eyes all around. This is a suicide mission.

      I still keep going. Muttered curses come from behind me. I don’t look over my shoulder, but I know Geo is there.

      “I said, fucking stop,” the voice yells again.

      “Connor?” Lucas finally speaks, his face a mask of surprise.

      Yeah, surprise, motherfucker.

      “What the fuck?” Jacques says.

      The vehicle roars to life, peeling out. That driver must have seen the murder in my eyes. Jacques and Lucas now have guns, pulled from hidden spots, like mine. We are in a standoff, barrels aimed at kill zones. Head, heart.

      We are all four sitting ducks, out in the open, facing each other. Nothing to hide behind.

      I want answers. How will he try to spin it? What will he tell me?

      “Why don’t you come with me, so we can have a talk?” I am staring directly at Lucas, and his face has hardened. I can’t tell what he’s thinking.

      “I can’t do that,” he says, shaking his head.

      I can feel Jacques looking back and forth between us, trying to figure out what’s going on.

      “No one has to get hurt,” I say.

      Lucas lets out a snort. He knows this won’t end good. He makes a crucial mistake though when his eyes flit to the side. He knows it when I follow his quick look. He’s here with someone else, and they had to have heard the gunshot.

      Why aren’t they outside yet?

      Geo shifts behind me. I know he’s furious at my actions. I’ve put us both in danger, but I can’t bring myself to care right now. At least if I die, I won’t have to worry about anything anymore.

      Everything is quiet, tense.

      “You don’t know what’s going on,” Lucas says, trying to get me to understand something.

      But I don’t know if he’s trying to play me or Jacques. Or both. Maybe he has a hidden agenda all his own. Doesn’t everyone in the crime world?

      I straighten my arm holding the gun, aiming it straight for his face.

      “Why don’t you tell me then?” I prompt. He can out himself to me or Jacques.

      “Aren’t you part of the bosses?” Jacques finally says, and I glance at him. His brow is furrowed. He’s no doubt trying to figure out what’s going on. “This was okayed by them.”

      God, why didn’t I listen to Geo?

      I let my temper get ahold of me, make me someone I’m not. I never fly off the handle. I never lose control.

      Here I am, outing myself to those who can see me and blowing my damn cover.

      “Who is inside?” I ask, ignoring Jacques’s question, but neither of them answers me. “Who is inside?” I yell this time.

      “My father and William,” Lucas finally says.

      I glance at Geo, who has stepped up beside me.

      “Are they waiting for you to take care of their dirty work?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “I know they know we are out here.”

      I spot the tiny surveillance cameras stationed all around the property. Way more than a normal flower shop would have.

      “You’ve done it now,” Geo says.

      I don’t move. I don’t flinch even though I want to. I’ve fucked up, and now, I have to figure out how to fix this.

      “At my signal, run for the car,” I tell him, and he frowns at me.

      “I’m not fucking running,” he says at a low growl.

      My eyes stay on Jacques and Lucas.

      “Just fucking do it.”

      Another pop goes off, and then pandemonium erupts. Lucas and Jacques are shooting as they retreat. I don’t have time to give a signal. I’m too busy firing and running for something to duck behind. All of us are. I see Geo round the corner of the shop, disappearing from sight, and I’m crouching behind the vehicle parked closest to me. I lean up, firing my own gun, and then I hear a shout ring out. I must have hit someone.

      A whisper of pain starts up my arm, and I look down to see blood pouring from the torn sleeve of my shirt. I was hit and didn’t even realize it. Metal pings off of the car around me. I wonder distractedly who the car belongs to. It’s odd, the place your mind goes sometimes when under extreme stress.

      Like fucking bullets being shot at you.

      I press my free hand to the wound, stanching the blood. It’s flowing like a faucet, and I start to wonder if a major artery was hit. I see Geo peek around the side of the building, fire off a round, and then retreat. I can’t see anyone else from my vantage point. The door on the side of the building opens, and Paul runs out, gun drawn. William is nowhere in sight. His fat ass is probably sitting and letting everyone else do the dirty work.

      Paul stops, his eyes spying me, and he levels his gun straight for my head. I shut my eyes for a brief moment before raising my own gun, but my world goes dark before I can even pull the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            23

          

          

      

    

    







            Wryn

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m sitting in the library after my tense and steamy argument with Connor, still stewing in my anger at what he did to Francesca. I have to focus on it because if I don’t, I think about other things, like fucking him, and I don’t want to do that right now.

      What kind of monster turns a young girl out on her own, knowing what she will face when she goes back home?

      A black-hearted one. One with no morals. He might preach that he wanted his father gone and the rest of the bosses dethroned in the name of revenge for Ruby, but I think maybe he wants it all for himself.

      I’m waiting on him to come home, so I can tell him what a piece of shit I think he is.

      I hear the side door close to the kitchen open, and I’m out of my chair, my book abandoned in a second flat. I swing around the doorway, out into the hall, and head toward the kitchen.

      I stop short when I see Geo. He’s holding on to the wall, a hand wrapped around his stomach as he supports himself. His breathing is labored, and he’s pale with beads of sweat on his forehead and upper lip. Brigette comes out to see what all the fuss is about.

      “Oh my God,” I say, rushing forward.

      I pull his free arm over my shoulder, taking his weight, and walk with him into the kitchen. Brigette pulls a chair out at the table, and I help him sit. Then, I stare down at him.

      “Where is Connor?” I ask.

      He doesn’t look at me as he shakes his head. My chest clenches, and my mind instantly turns to the worst-case scenario.

      “Where is Connor?” I ask again, my voice rising with hysteria.

      Geo grunts, trying to move and situate himself in the chair. Blood seeps from between his fingers.

      “Let me take a look at that,” Brigette says, bustling back over with a bowl of warm water and some towels.

      She pulls his fingers off of his waist, and I watch in horror as more blood flows out. It’s stained his shirt with a bloom that looks like a bouquet of roses. His jacket is gone. My eyes trace the two-gun holster that is strapped around his shoulder. A gun is still inserted in one side, but the other side is empty.

      Brigette unbuttons his shirt and pulls it to the side, unable to take it completely off because of the holster. She dabs the wound with some water, looking at it. He’s only been nicked, a clean mark that doesn’t even have an entry hole. It looks more like it sliced through his skin.

      “It needs to be stitched,” Brigette says.

      I take a step back, sinking into another chair.

      “I’ll—call—Peterson,” Geo says between labored breaths. His face scrunches in pain.

      “I’ll do it. Hold this here,” Brigette says, taking my hand and placing it on the towels she’s pressed to his side to stanch the flow.

      “Who is Peterson?” I ask.

      Geo finally looks at me. “Doctor,” he says.

      “Where is Connor?” I ask again, holding his gaze.

      He shakes his head.

      “I don’t know what that means, Geo. Is he dead?”

      “No.” Geo coughs and then grimaces again, almost doubling over. “Ah fuck. He—he’s alive. Gone.”

      “Gone? What does that mean?”

      “Took him—with them. Paul, William—and Lucas.”

      I glance at the door as a noise catches my attention. Fernando is standing there, taking in the scene. He has purple, yellow, and green bruises on his face, and he’s in casual clothes. Not the usual suit I’ve seen him in that seems to be like a uniform around here.

      “What’s going on? Security says you came back alone,” he says, looking at Geo.

      “All I’ve gotten out of him is that Paul, William, and Lucas have Connor,” I say, looking up. I want to tell him so badly about his sister, but now is not the time or place. “Where have you been lately?” I ask.

      “Recovering,” he says, pointing to his face. As if that clears things up.

      Geo gives me a look filled with warning. I shouldn’t say anything. Right now though, it seems Francesca isn’t our biggest problem. It’s the man who, after today’s events, I swore to hate, but if the way my heart is racing right now is any indication, it’s not listening to me. I’m afraid for him. Something big went down, and he’s been taken by those I thought were his partners. It seems I don’t know everything.

      “Doc’s on his way,” Brigette says, stepping back in the room. She comes back over, taking the towels from me and checking underneath it. “Best I can do is keep this pressure until he’s here.”

      “Thank you,” Geo says. His voice is still strained, but his breaths seem to be coming easier.

      “What happened? Where were you?” I ask.

      Geo adjusts once before looking at me and then sighing. “I shouldn’t be telling you anything, but we went to stake out a shop. There was an—altercation—and Connor was shot—”

      “Is he okay?” I ask before he can continue. I’m leaning forward, my hands gripping the table. My fingernails are digging into the wood.

      “I don’t know,” Geo says, shaking his head.

      “What are the orders?” Fernando asks, standing up straighter before wincing and holding his side.

      “For you to get back to your room,” Geo says.

      “I won’t leave him out there,” I say.

      Geo pins me with a look that has probably made others pee themselves. The men here are good at their condescending, quit talking to me faces.

      “I don’t think you have any choice,” he says. “He dug his own grave.”

      “You are going to hope and pray that he gets out of it?” I ask, my mouth dropping open in astonishment.

      “Of course not, but I don’t have a plan right now.”

      I nibble on my bottom lip, a plan forming in my own mind. A stupid, reckless, not well-thought-out plan but one nonetheless. My palms are clammy, my heart is still racing, and I can taste bile in my throat.

      I fucking thought I hated him. Maybe the thought that love and hate are quite similar isn’t so far off.

      I don’t love him. It would be way too early for that.

      Right?

      He’s done nothing to make me love him, but in some fucked up way, I realize I have this primal need to make sure he’s okay, to have him sitting in his office. I want him to look up and glare at me when I open the door without knocking. I want him to order me to do something. I want him to pin me to the wall by my neck and do filthy things to my body.

      I want him back.

      I’ll deal with the Francesca problem after that. Or rather, I’ll make him deal with it. There’s not a lot I can do other than beat my fist against his chest, and I need a chest that’s alive and breathing to hit.

      “What?” Geo asks, snapping me out of my thoughts. “What are you thinking?”

      “I—never mind. It’s stupid.” I feel a shiver of fear break out across my body, slicing down my spine. It paralyzes me for a second—the thought of asking anything from him.

      “If you have an idea, tell me. I’ll welcome anything at this point. They are going to torture him and then kill him,” Geo states, his tone devoid of any emotion.

      If I thought that I felt fear a moment ago, it’s compounded now. My body starts to shake.

      “Why?” I whisper.

      Geo glances at Fernando and Brigette before saying, “He finally let them see his true self.”

      My eyes widen.

      Did he tell them? Did he talk about my involvement with things?

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he pulled a gun on them and outed himself that he’s not on their side anymore. No more meetings, no more flying under the radar. He declared war on the four bosses.”

      “But isn’t your dad one of them?” I ask.

      Geo shrugs. “He is.” The two words don’t carry any weight, as if he doesn’t even really think about it.

      “And now, they have him.”

      “Now, they have him. He was really fucking dumb,” Geo says, glaring at me. “He didn’t go in with a clear head.”

      “That’s not my fault,” I tell him defensively, knowing what he thinks about me. It’s written plainly on his face that he judges me, thinking that I distracted Connor.

      “Maybe not. But he’s not the same Connor I’ve always known. He would have never done that under normal circumstances. Ever.”

      I stand abruptly, pushing back from the table. My chair teeters on two legs before crashing to the ground behind me. A knock sounds on the side door, and after checking Geo’s wound and seeing the bleeding has significantly stopped, Brigette removes the towels and leaves to answer.

      “Well, I have a fucking plan,” I say, heated.

      I can’t believe he’s putting this off on me. I guess it’s true—in the event of a crisis, people always look for someone else to blame.

      I’m the scapegoat. I’ve done plenty of wrong things in my life, but this isn’t one of them. Maybe I can redeem myself. Maybe I can save him since I couldn’t save Ruby.

      “I’m all ears,” Geo says, glaring.

      Brigette rounds the corner with Peterson carrying his medical bag hot on her heels. I look back at Geo and then make my decision.

      “Can you call the pilot? I’m going back to Chicago.”
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      “What is the number?” I ask as soon as we step off the plane on Chicago soil.

      Geo stands, patched up and sullen beside me. He tried every method to talk me out of this, but I wouldn’t hear it.

      I’ve steeled my spine, mentally preparing myself for this meeting. One that Viktor doesn’t know is happening yet. Or maybe he does. He probably has eyes on me right now.

      Geo leans over, handing me his phone, and a ten-digit number stares back at me. My hand shakes briefly, and I clench it around the device, taking a deep breath, in and out. Then, I hit the call button.

      Ring. Ring.

      Breathe.

      “Hello?” The voice that answers is curt, the person wanting me to get to the point.

      “I would like to speak to Viktor Leoni, please.” I make my voice calm, direct.

      “How did you get this number?” the voice asks.

      “Tell him Wryn Soltorre is calling.” I jerk when I say it. It’s the first time I’ve said my married name out loud or even thought it beyond the wedding day.

      But it’s who I am now, right? The matriarch of the Soltorre family. And I’m here to raise hell and get my man back. My man. My Connor. Only I can hate him. Only I can hurt him. If someone else tries, there will be hell to pay.

      “One moment.”

      I wait beside Geo, holding my breath. He doesn’t look at me, his anger palpable.

      “Connor is going to murder me,” he mutters, and I cast my eyes his way.

      We are standing on the tarmac, still at the base of the private Soltorre plane, and we haven’t moved. The wind whips my hair and musses his. I put on a pretty dress and did my hair and makeup. I’m presenting myself nicely, a wrapped-up gift that Viktor will want to help. Hopefully.

      “He can’t murder you if he gets killed first,” I snap at Geo and then instantly feel guilt.

      I shouldn’t act like this. I know Geo’s only trying to protect me, but if there’s one thing in this world that I’ve learned in the short time of being part of a mob family, it is that God protects those who protect themselves.

      I now sort of understand Connor’s frustration surrounding Francesca. Maybe in his shoes, I would have done the same thing. She presented a threat, and she wasn’t his. He didn’t care about what had happened to her, but he had to make her leave. From my moral standpoint, I took the high ground. But maybe he was taking the safe route. To keep us safe. To keep me alive.

      Maybe those times we touched weren’t to satisfy an urge, but a feeling.

      “Mrs. Soltorre.” Viktor’s smooth voice fills my ears, making me shiver.

      “Mr. Leoni,” I say and then stop.

      “Viktor,” he corrects me, and I nod even though he can’t see me.

      “Viktor, I’m in Chicago,” I say, and there’s silence on the other end.

      “Trouble in paradise?” he asks, no joking tone in his voice even though his words are light.

      “Something like that,” I say. My hand is sweating around the phone, and it slips a fraction. I flinch to catch it and bring it back up. “I need a meeting … with you.”

      “Consider it done,” he says, and I blow out my breath.

      That was too easy.

      “We will be there in—” I glance at Geo, who holds up three fingers. “Thirty minutes.”

      “I’m all yours.” Viktor’s words are so at odds with how we left things.

      I feel like I’m missing something, a huge piece of the puzzle. I know he forced us to leave that night. After he said that phrase to me, the one that I can’t get out of my mind at night.

      Before I can say good-bye, the line clicks off, going dead, and I hand Geo his phone back. We look at each other for a moment. Some of the anger fades from his eyes, but I square my shoulders. I can’t go weak now.

      “Thank you,” Geo says, and I nod.

      I know that he might be upset, but he knows this is the only way to have any sort of outcome in our favor.

      I need to sell my soul to the devil.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I’m led back into the same room we relaxed in after dinner that night. The parlor. A woman in a maid’s uniform shows me in and then leaves. I didn’t think that people still wore them, but it seems Viktor is very old school. I glance at the piano still sitting in the corner and then take a seat on the Victorian-style couch, laying my small purse on the table beside it.

      It’s cold, or maybe that’s me. I can’t tell anymore with the riot of nerves making my stomach clench as I wait. I smooth my hands over my dress, making it look as pristine as possible after being on a plane. I push a stray curl tickling my collarbone back over my shoulder. I smack my lips together and extract a tube of lip gloss from my purse, reapplying.

      The door opens, and I stand, turning to look. Viktor strides in, a smile on his face. He looks the same—formidable, open, scary, welcoming. It’s a confusing mix of conflicting things, all meant to throw his opponents off.

      I’m hoping to become his ally today though.

      I smile at him, the strawberry scent of my gloss hitting my nostrils as I move.

      “Wryn,” he says, striding forward and pulling me into a hug.

      I don’t want to touch him, but I force my arms to wrap around him. He is my grandfather-in-law after all.

      “Where is that grandson of mine?”

      “That’s why I’m here,” I say, stepping back once he releases me.

      “Please sit. Do you want some tea or coffee? Something stronger?”

      He picks up an honest-to-God bell on the coffee table and rings it, and the same maid who showed me in earlier bustles back in. He waits for my answer as I sink back onto the couch.

      “Either is fine,” I say. I’m not sure I could drink anything right now if I tried.

      “Bring coffee and tea,” he says to the maid, all without taking his eyes off me.

      I hear her footsteps retreat. He takes a chair kitty-corner to where I’m sitting and then relaxes, elbows on the armrests, ankle crossed over one knee. A man who is used to getting what he wants. I need to learn that kind of confidence, but I assume it probably comes from being filthy rich and knowing you are feared.

      You are filthy rich now, idiot.

      “What can I do for you?” His eyes seem like they are boring into me, opening my brain up, forcing me to spill my secrets.

      Geo filled me in on Connor’s plans on the plane ride, wanting me to have all the information. I see this goes a lot deeper than Connor drawing a gun on them at a flower shop. He was planning a coup. With their children. The bosses won’t take kindly to that. He could already be dead.

      The thought makes my throat start to close, and I swallow convulsively on instinct. I really need that drink now.

      “I need your help,” I say.

      His face doesn’t change. He’s not surprised. Or he’s really great at hiding his emotions. Probably the latter.

      “Connor is in trouble.”

      “And that’s my problem because?” His eyebrows rise this time, driving his point home.

      “He’s your family,” I say, my own brow furrowing. “I know there is bad blood between you two, but aren’t you all about family, blood, loyalty?”

      “He’s not my blood,” Viktor says, clasping his hands together across his chest. “His father stole my daughter and took her away from me.”

      “You called him your grandson moments ago,” I point out.

      “In name only. I don’t have a vested interest in him beyond business. He comes from bad stock.”

      “What do you mean, Bertrand stole your daughter?”

      “My Sylvia, she was betrothed to another, but Bertrand promised her the world. A world she already held in her hands but didn’t realize it. She left with him, moving to California, and I finally have her back. I wish I could wash my hands of the whole Soltorre family.”

      “Is that why you didn’t let Lilliana return with us?”

      Viktor’s eyes darken, and his mouth twitches slightly. “She’s my blood. She’s where she belongs. Bertrand’s little empire he built is a joke, a blight on crime families everywhere. Those men he worked with are foolish, greedy, shortsighted. And they are new. We are established, dating back generations. Lilliana deserves the Leoni name. She deserves her true family.”

      “Connor didn’t choose this,” I say.

      Viktor leans forward. “What do you need my help with?”

      “Connor has been taken by those same foolish, greedy, shortsighted men.”

      “That is a problem,” Viktor says, nodding. He motions with his hand for me to go on.

      The maid comes in, wheeling a silver cart with a tray. A teapot and coffeepot sit on top; two cups and a basin of cream and one of sugar sit beside them. It’s all so dignified and formal.

      I lick my lips. We are silent as she pours a coffee for Viktor, fixing it without him telling her what to put in it, and she hands it to him and then looks at me.

      “Oh, a coffee, please. Cream, no sugar.”

      She nods and gets to work while I sit, unmoving. She hands me the cup, and I grasp it, grateful to have something to do with my hands. She wheels the cart to the side and leaves.

      We are alone again.

      “Tell me, Wryn, do you love him?”

      I stare at my coffee. “I barely know him.”

      “And yet you are willing to come here and bargain for his return. That’s either love or maybe lust. You must think he loves you?”

      “I don’t,” I say quietly, shaking my head.

      “Good,” he says, sipping his coffee. “Love is foolish.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t see what this has to do with you helping me,” I say, shocked by my boldness. My head is muddled and confused by all the talk of love. That’s not what this is.

      “I want to know what you get from this.”

      “He promised to help me with something,” I say.

      “I see. And what would you have me do?”

      This is the hard part. I don’t know enough about this world to even make a suggestion. I know Viktor can help—he can change the whole outcome—but it’s up to me to convince him.

      “I-I don’t know. I thought maybe you could throw your weight around, make them release him.”

      Real convincing, Wryn.

      “They aren’t under my control, Wryn. I wish I could help you, but I’m afraid I can’t. Connor will have to solve this problem himself.”

      I swear I see Viktor grin into his coffee cup. My anger flares at his blatant disregard for his grandson, for a human life. Maybe he’s killed so many people that he’s desensitized. He views us as bags of flesh and bones instead of souls. I take a sip of my own coffee in an effort to calm down, to stop whatever brash words I am thinking from coming out of my mouth.

      “Out of curiosity, what problem is Connor helping you with now that you solved one of his?”

      I frown in confusion. “What problem did I solve for him?”

      “You killed his father.”

      I would be shocked he knew, but since he told me he did the last time I was here, I only feel strange. Not guilt, but maybe remorse that I have to live with the knowledge that I’m a killer for the rest of my life.

      “How do you know that?” I ask. It’s a question that has plagued me along with the desire to understand how he figured it out.

      “I have eyes everywhere, dear.” He leans forward, setting his empty cup down. Mine is still mostly full.

      I figure honesty is the best policy in this situation.

      “He is helping me track down a friend that we think his father took,” I say.

      Viktor’s eyes light up at my confession, but he doesn’t say anything. He studies me, and I feel like an organism under a microscope that he’s trying to figure out.

      “We don’t have proof—or at least none that he’s told me about. But his father was involved—I know it.” I shut my mouth, letting the room fall into silence.

      “I’ve changed my mind, Wryn.”

      “You have?” My damn voice wavers, and I clear my throat.

      “I’m going to help you.”

      “You are?” Hope blooms in my chest, and my hands shake slightly, leaving a wet trail of coffee on the lap of my dress. “Oh,” I say, trying to blot it before it drips on the couch or carpet.

      Viktor stands and walks to the cart, taking a napkin and handing it to me.

      “Thank you.”

      He remains standing, staring down at me. “My help isn’t free. It comes with a price.”

      “Okay,” I say, nodding. I expected this.

      “You owe me a favor, Wryn Soltorre, and you can’t say no when I cash it in.”

      “A favor?” I stare up at him.

      What favor could he possibly want from me?

      “A favor. Now, I have a few phone calls to make.”

      I stand, and he steps closer to me. He takes the coffee cup, setting it on the tray, and then he pulls my hand into his. His palm is warm, and it surprises me. I think I expected his skin to be cold for some reason.

      “I hope you find your friend,” he says.

      I stare up at him, and his head lowers, his lips pressing against my cheek as he kisses me. I can smell his cologne. It chokes me, and I try not to cough. His presence is suffocating.

      Before I pass out, he pulls back, smiling down at me. I can feel my cheek burning.

      “Always a pleasure, Wryn.” He drops my hand, and without a backward glance, he strides from the room.

      The maid comes back in and gestures for me to follow her, and it’s only after I’m outside, seated beside Geo in our rented vehicle, that I realize she never spoke to me. Maybe I shouldn’t have ever spoken either.
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      I am remorseful. It’s not a sentiment that I often feel. Remorse was beaten out of me by my father years ago. But I’m also fearful. Not when facing men’s fists or bullets from metal guns. No, a woman brought me down, made me feel, and that first emotion was fear.

      I regret my actions now. I’m going to die, and I didn’t tell her how I felt. Instead, I pushed her away, made her cry. I wanted to dig my talons in so deep that she couldn’t claw herself back out and leave, but I didn’t. I wanted her close, and yet I wanted her so far away. She scared me.

      She might think she was only a means to an end, but the truth is, she is my end. I convinced her she didn’t matter to me beyond a business deal. But she’s all that matters to me right now as I find myself shackled in a dark room.

      I taunted her, told her I would murder her, flipped a switch so suddenly that she got whiplash.

      The light flicks on, bringing me back to the real world and not lost inside my mind. When you are stuck in the dark, it’s hard, not retreating into thoughts. Playing the last few moments over and over.

      What would I have done differently?

      It doesn’t matter. I’m here now, and I’m going to die. I know what my fate is. It’s four against one. I laid myself on a silver platter for them to torture and kill.

      I open swollen eyes, blinking and looking at who is in the room with me now. Lucas is holding the door open as Paul, William, Vincent, and Antonio file in. Varying degrees of glee and hate on their faces. They have a traitor in their midst, and it’s time to dole out punishment—their favorite thing.

      Flashbacks to my childhood flit through my mind as they circle the room.

      I watch Lucas, trying to figure him out.

      What is his endgame? To play both sides?

      There’s only one side left now—theirs.

      I wonder what will happen to Wryn. They will take everything from her. She will be killed or cast out or sold maybe. She hasn’t been here long enough for any of them to care. She’s a Soltorre now, so they will want her gone.

      My stomach clenches at the thought. I did this to her. I signed her death warrant. I am a fool. My father was always right.

      William’s meaty fist connects with the side of my head, wrenching it to the left. It feels like a hammer drilling into my skull. He laughs, and I spit out blood.

      The single light dangling above me is a tired cliché, same for the room they’re keeping me in. Hell, I have a room of my own. It makes their shadows long and large on the walls, illuminating the monsters and evil things coming for me.

      I blink my eyes open. Another fist batters me.

      “Thought you could outsmart us, huh?” a voice asks. Maybe William.

      I don’t say anything.

      “What was your plan, boy?” Antonio’s question.

      “Who else is involved?” Paul asks.

      I don’t answer any of them. My hand is lying flat on the table beside me. I don’t look. Something sharp pierces the top, pushing bone and sinew around until it creates a pathway. Slowly. So. Fucking. Slowly. I can feel the underside of my palm slick with blood. Searing pain lances from my hand, up my arm, and to my shoulder, making me twitch and jerk.

      “Who else is involved?” Paul asks again.

      I glance over to see his hand wrapped around an ice pick that is now fully through my hand. It’s fitting really since that’s what I used to threaten Wryn with. I can’t move it. I don’t want to move it. The thought of bones rubbing against the metal makes me want to puke.

      I won’t puke in front of them.

      “Just me,” I finally manage to get out, so maybe they will back off.

      I try to disappear back into my mind, retreat into my thoughts, but they are hurling more questions my way. Lucas still stands by the door. I’m not sure what time it is or even what day.

      The night they brought me in, I was electrocuted with a Taser three separate times, and my clothes now smell of piss. They chained me to a wall. I think I preferred that than sitting up in this chair. At least then, I could lie down.

      My whole body aches from punches and kicks thrown. I don’t blame them. I would’ve done the same thing. I blame myself. I was brash, stupid. I jumped to conclusions. Geo and I might have been right, considering Lucas is still in this very room, watching what is happening, but I should have planned behind the scenes, not gone in, guns blazing.

      Maybe in some weird way, I wanted an out. I wanted to be done with this shitshow. But that was then, and now, I think of Lilliana, of Wryn, of Geo. Fernando. Brigette. Those who work for me, live in my house. They need me. Antonio no doubt has men hunting for Geo at this very moment, wanting to subject him to the same fate. Blood means nothing under the name of traitor. Geo will wind up dead beside me.

      I hope he runs and takes Wryn with him. I know he won’t though. He’s too loyal.

      It’s funny what loyalty does to a person. It turns them into fools. He would rather risk his life to save me instead of living his own. I know this because I would do the same for him.

      I would do it for my sister. I would do it for my wife.

      My wife.

      My head jerks to the side as William’s hand greets my other ear. The motion pulls my arm, still connected to the pick in Paul’s hand, and I cry out in pain. I can feel it rip. I don’t know that it will ever work again. I can’t look at it and see the damage. But I guess it doesn’t really matter. I’ll be six feet under soon. I won’t need my hand.

      Cold metal touches my face, and I cringe. My puffy, swollen eyes fight to look. A knife rests against my upper cheek. Antonio pushes the tip in, enough that it punctures the skin right below my left temple. Warm blood trickles down, tickling my neck with its slow progression.

      “Where is Geo?”

      So, they haven’t found him yet. Good.

      He presses the knife in further. I don’t move. I can’t show weakness. They will feed on it like the sharks they are. The blade slices my skin as he pulls it to my jawline. It will be a nasty scar—if I live to see it healed. They are flaying my body open, a little at a time.

      Parts of me have gone numb, and parts are screaming in agony. A single tear leaks out of the corner of my eye, and I blink quickly, but he sees it. He scoops it up on the bloody end of the knife and holds it in front of me, a sinister grin on his face.

      “Does it hurt, Connor? That’s what betrayal feels like. Your father—God rest his soul—would be so ashamed.”

      I don’t care what my father would think of me. But I don’t say it.

      “What about that little wife of yours? Does she look as pretty on the inside as she does on the outside?” Antonio asks, and I fight for breath through the pain and clenching of my chest. “I guess we will find out when we take her, use her, and then carve her pretty skin to see.”

      Scare tactics. That’s all this is. It’s pretty fucking effective.

      When did I get so attached to her?

      I open my mouth, a snarl coming out. The stretching of my skin with the movement makes my cheek produce a fresh wave of blood. Maybe I’ll die by exsanguination. It will be slow. Terrible.

      Something that each of these men deserve. Not me.

      “So, that is the key, hmm? I honestly didn’t think she was anything to you,” Antonio says. “But imagine my delight to see that she means more to you than I thought. It’s a good thing she’s here right now, in the next room. Should I bring her in, so you can watch? It might loosen your lips.”

      My eyes ache as they flit around the room, assessing the stare of each man. They give nothing away. They don’t have her. They can’t. She’s not here.

      I fucking hope she’s not here.

      I finally land on Lucas, who is watching me with wide eyes. He’s not surprised by these methods the men are using. We’ve seen them all before. We’ve seen stronger men than me crack underneath the pain, the searing agony.

      There’s so much more they can do to me. Maybe I can convince him to end it before they can. It would be a mercy for him to put a bullet through my heart.

      But no, I have to live. I have to make it out. God only knows how I can do that.

      I realize that I’m still staring at him, and as he looks at me, he gives the smallest, subtlest shake of his head. I continue to stare. But he looks away.

      Was he telling me that Wryn isn’t here? Was he asking me not to give him away? Was he saying he wouldn’t kill me?

      “Sir, a phone call. It’s important,” a guard says, stepping into the room.

      The men look at each other, and Antonio sighs, laying the knife down on the table, out of my reach. Paul pulls the ice pick from my hand.

      He starts toward the door, and I realize we are at Antonio’s house. Joey enters, smiling like a wolf at me. The similarities between him and Geo are striking, showing how much they are brothers, but he is nothing like Geo. He’s bloodthirsty and sharp. He’s the heir to Antonio’s throne. But there’s no way he would ever be on my side.

      “Chain him back up,” Joey says, grinning at me as he takes over for his father.

      Two guards take my arms, roughly pulling me from the chair.

      Blackness starts to slowly consume the outer edges of my mind until I’m blissfully sinking into oblivion, the room fading from my consciousness.
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      I lay a cool cloth on his forehead, careful not to bump the new bandage that decorates the whole right side of his face. He will have a nasty scar, several of them. But he is whole, he is alive, and he’s here. A tear starts its trek down my face, and I reach to brush it away.

      I don’t want to be crying when he wakes up. When he finally opens those dark eyes and pins them on me.

      I was afraid I wouldn’t see them again. Another tear sneaks out.

      Since when did I become such a weepy mess?

      I run one finger down his arm, relishing in the feel of his skin underneath mine. His left hand is wrapped, and a spot of blood appears in the middle of it, proving the utter carnage that was done to it.

      His whole torso is covered in blue and black bruises, and his eyes are swollen. I’m not sure he will even be able to open them, so I can see his gaze on mine. His lip is split. There are red marks around his wrists, where he was bound. I’m sure there are a dozen other injuries that I haven’t cataloged.

      I want to throw myself on top of him, mesh us together, never move.

      I check the wet towel, seeing it’s grown warm from his body heat, so I remove it, dip it, wring it out, and place it back on his forehead. Then, I pick up his undamaged hand, wrapping it in both of mine as I lean forward, resting my head on the bed beside his prone body.

      Peterson gave him some painkillers and said he might be out for a while. It’s been twelve hours since he came home, and I haven’t left his side, except to use the bathroom. Geo has checked in every once in a while, and Brigette brings me food and drink. A few other heads have popped in and out—Fernando, Jimmy, other guards and staff. All checking in.

      But it’s quiet in here now. Just the rise and fall of his chest and my own thoughts to occupy the time.

      I haven’t heard from Viktor since I left Chicago, but he came through on his promise. When I think about what I’ll have to do in return, it makes me shiver. It’s the not knowing, the surprise factor of it, that keeps me feeling antsy.

      What could I possibly have that he would want?

      Connor’s fingers twitch in my hand, and my head shoots up. His eyes are open, as far as they are able, and they are staring at me. He pulls his hand from mine, reaching up slightly, trying to touch my face.

      “Are you real?” he asks, his voice gravelly from not being used.

      I press his palm to my cheek, unable to stop the tears from flowing now.

      “I am,” I say, my mouth stretching in a smile.

      His thumb rubs back and forth, feeling me, and I lean into his touch. I bask in him for a moment. We say nothing as we stare, taking each other in.

      The washcloth on his forehead moves as he tries to frown, and I take it off, brushing the dampness away with my fingers.

      “What happened?” he asks, and I sigh.

      “You were foolish and dumb,” I tell him, and his mouth quirks slightly and then evens back out. “You got yourself taken and tortured.”

      “How did I get here?”

      I make small circles with my index finger on the inside of his arm.

      “There’s a piano downstairs,” I say, changing the subject.

      This time, his mouth does tilt up in a smile.

      “It’s here?”

      “Why did you get it? When did you get it?” I ask. Ever since it was delivered yesterday, gleaming and gorgeous, I’ve been dying to know.

      “It’s for you, a wedding present,” he says, trying to prop himself up but failing. His face contorts in a grimace as he lies back down with a groan.

      I stand, plumping the pillow behind his head and adding a second one so he isn’t flat.

      “I rush-ordered it when we were leaving Chicago.”

      I digest that information. “I thought we were a business arrangement.” I twirl the wedding band around my finger as I mull it over.

      “The way you played that night was mesmerizing, almost erotic. I wanted that again,” he says, his hand opening for mine. “I’ve been so stupid.”

      I jerk my head up, eyes wide. “What do you mean?”

      “Death does something funny. The promise of it looming makes a person think about their life choices, and I realized something.”

      “What?” I whisper the word. I’m almost afraid to hear his answer.

      “That our paths crossing wasn’t a coincidence. I think you were meant to be in my life. Maybe you were meant to be mine, and I’m supposed to be yours. This has been quick, and some people would call it a whirlwind, but I call it fate. You were always going to belong to me. I didn’t want to believe it until I almost lost it all.”

      I’m staring at him. The words coming out of his mouth are almost too much for me. I thought I was the only one who felt like I’d lost most of myself when he was gone. But to find out he felt it too, that he is actually voicing it, it’s almost more than I can handle.

      “Don’t cry,” he says, reaching up to rub away the wetness on my cheeks.

      I laugh because what else can I do?

      “I’m not crying,” I say with a sniffle, and he smiles and then flinches as his cheek moves. “Don’t do that; you’ll make it bleed.” I fuss with the edges of the bandage, making sure it is still fastened down and secure. “Why did you risk it all?”

      He remains silent for a moment, his eyes staring up at the ceiling, and I think he’s not going to answer me. Then, he does.

      “I guess the simple answer is, I lost my mind. I’d wanted a different life for all of us for so long that I tried to take it. I thought someone I trusted was double-crossing me, and I lost the patience that I’d so carefully cultivated. I’d always been calm and in control of myself, and in that moment, I didn’t want to be. I wanted to be wild and unhinged. And it was a fucking mistake.”

      “You almost got Geo killed in the process,” I say, a soft reprimand, and the hurt and anger that cloud his eyes has me regretting saying it.

      “Where is he?”

      “Safe. He’s here.”

      “How long was I gone?”

      “They had you for two days.”

      “Felt like an eternity.”

      “For me too,” I say. “Connor …” As he looks at me, I bite my bottom lip, unsure of what to say. “I was so angry with you that night. And the only thing I could think of when Geo came back and told me what had happened was how fucking sorry I was for letting you leave without talking.”

      “You had every right to be angry.”

      I shake my head. “I know you were doing what you could to keep us safe, whether it was right or wrong. I didn’t see it until there was the possibility that I would never see you again. My heart physically hurt. I couldn’t breathe. I was a wreck.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that you like me?” he asks.

      I grin at him and shake my head. “No, but I think I’m starting to,” I say. I cradle his bare cheek with my palm and lean in, pressing a light kiss to the undamaged corner of his lip.

      His chest rises sharply, his eyes searching mine. I loom over him, supporting myself with my other hand so I don’t hurt him further as I wait. I don’t expect him to say it back, but I need him to know that in some ways, I ache for him. Ways I don’t even understand right now.

      “You shouldn’t like me,” he says, shaking his head slightly. “I’m not a good man.”

      “I’m not a good woman,” I say, and he swallows.

      His eyes close, and he clears his throat before he opens them again.

      “I like her, and that’s the beginning and end of everything,” he says, and my eyes widen.

      “The Great Gatsby,” I say, and he nods.

      “Amended, of course,” he says, his eyes searching mine.

      I know the actual quote says love, but that’s a huge word. Big. Too much for this moment, for us. We don’t love each other, but I think maybe one day, it could come to that. This is more than lust at this point. Somewhere along the way, I started to care for this man, for his life, for what he’s going through, and it seems he’s done the same. Our feelings snuck up on us, and it’s something we both want to explore. For better or for worse.

      This moment is so large that it consumes me. Filling my chest, making me think it might burst.

      I press another kiss to his lips, and his healthy arm circles around my back, pulling me to him. He grunts as my body presses into his torso, and I try to lift myself, but he holds me to him. I rest my forehead in the crook of his neck, letting my tears fall freely now.

      We stay like that for a few moments before I crawl back off of him. He stares at me, looking tired.

      “Now that we’ve established that, you never did tell me. How did I get back here?”

      Ahh. Fuck.

      I bring one hand up, starting to nibble on my thumbnail as I try to think of how to tell him.

      “Spit it out,” he says, his tone light but I know better.

      I should rip the Band-Aid off.

      “I made a deal,” I say vaguely.

      “With who?” he asks.

      I take a deep breath. “With Viktor.”

      Silence.

      Then, I watch his unbandaged fingers start to drum on the bed’s comforter.

      “Oh, Little Bird. What have you done?”

      

      
        
        The End

        (For Now)
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      Hi! Thanks for reading part one of Connor and Wryn’s story! Don’t worry, part two will be out super soon in October 2021.
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        When I got pregnant as a teen, I didn’t expect a wedding proposal. But I also didn’t expect to be left high and dry by my boyfriend. When Hank’s rich parents found out he got a girl from the wrong side of the tracks pregnant, they couldn’t get him away fast enough.

        So I became a single mom to an amazing son. 

      

        

      
        Twenty years later my son is getting married…and get this. He’s getting married at his father’s winery in Napa. That’s right. I mean I’m thankful they’ve developed some sort of relationship over the years, but my son has no idea just how dreadful his father can be toward me. 

      

        

      
        Not wanting to go to the wedding events alone, my best friend talks me into hiring a male escort to act as my boyfriend while in Napa. 

      

        

      
        And the escort The Service sends me? Well, let’s just say all the ladies will be jealous when I show up on Hunter’s arm.

      

        

      
        Now, if we can just convince everyone, especially my ex, that Hunter and I are in love everything will go off without a hitch. Right?
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      Elizabeth

      “Why are you my best friend if you won’t answer your phone when I need you?” I growled at Viola’s voice mail. How dare she be busy when my day had been shit. I clicked off and threw my phone into my leather bag. My head pounded as I walked the three blocks home. The sun set thirty minutes ago but my place was in a safe part of town. I huffed as I climbed the steps to the building I shared with sixty other residents. Spring in Las Vegas was perfect. It wasn’t too hot yet during the day and the nights cooled nicely. 

      I slammed the door to my apartment a little harder than I should have. Today was not my day at work. Two customers decided it was okay to engage in a fight right in front of my desk. Apparently, the only blue truck on the lot had been sold twice. That’s right, my jerk of a general manager promised the same vehicle to two different men. 

      After I called the police and filled out a report, I told Kenny, my boss, that I needed a personal day tomorrow. 

      The only bright spot in my near future was my son’s wedding next month. Mitchell and Ellen had been together since high school. They both graduated from UNLV last year and have made it known their plan was to take over my ex’s family business in Napa.

      Well, okay, Mitchell’s father was never my husband. Instead twenty-four years ago I was his way to rebel against his elitist family of the Colworthe Wine fame. I was the girl from the wrong side of the tracks. I was a fun time until I got pregnant.

      At the age of eighteen, Hank Colworthe, Mitchell’s father, was whisked off to California to attend college. His parents couldn’t get him out of town fast enough once word of my pregnancy got out. He’s never been back to Vegas since. Instead, he stayed with his grandparents while they ran the business and he attended Berkley.

      The first few years of my son’s life, Hank was nowhere to be found. I raised him on a waitress’s income without help from my own family. My parents wanted me to go after Hank’s money, so when I refused, they kicked me out. 

      When Mitchell was sixteen, Hank’s parents were killed in a car accident, leaving the family business to their son. They also socked away money for both Mitchell and me. I was stunned when I learned this. His parents hated me, or so I thought. Perhaps in their later years, they understood exactly what they did to my son. So in the end, the money my parents wanted me to go after, the same money I never wanted, was given to both me and Mitchell. 

      As a single mom, I did the best I could. It was me and Mitchell for years until Hank finally developed some balls and reached out to his son. At first, I didn’t want our son to have anything to do with his dad. But then one day I overheard him telling one of his friends how much he wanted to know about Hank. 

      That was a turning point for me. I knew I couldn’t keep him from having a relationship with Hank if that was what he wanted. So when Mitchell was seventeen years old, I drove him to Napa so he could formally meet his father. 

      While Hank has been a good father since then, his contempt for the girl from the wrong side of town continued. I stayed away as much as I could. I only interacted with Hank when necessary. Mitchell’s wedding to Ellen was one of those times. 

      Hank has taken it upon himself to pay for the entire celebration. I wondered what strings he had attached for my son. Was it too much for me to hope he was doing it to make up for the years he had nothing to do with Mitchell?

      Either way, the wedding was soon, and while I was thrilled for my son and Ellen, I wasn’t looking forward to seeing Hank. The fact that I didn’t have a date weighed heavy on my mind. I’d be a prime and easy target for my ex’s bullying. While he wouldn’t dare insult me in front of others, he’d make it known he still considered me trash if he ever got me alone.
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      Hunter

      It’s rude to glance at your phone on a date but I did it anyway. Ms. Nixon began her rant the second we sat at our table. By the time the appetizers came, she was halfway through a bottle of cabernet all on her own. When I suggested she slow down, her anger which was meant for her sister suddenly became mine.

      “You sound like my sister. Honestly, Hunter, we’ve been out four times already. You should know by now I need to relax after work.” She swung one long leg over the other in an exaggerated fashion. My eyes followed the movement because her legs were gorgeous and I was still a man. 

      I moved my hand across the table to hers. After all, it was my job as one of The Service’s premier escorts to make sure my clients felt worshipped and adored. Sometimes though, certain clients made my job much less enjoyable.

      Tonight was one of those nights. 

      After a quick tip of my drink, I focused my gaze on the menu. I already knew what I was going to order. I get the filet and shrimp every time I come in. My eyes flitted from one item to the next as I schemed a way to be busy the next time Ms. Nixon required a companion. Don’t get me wrong, the three hundred dollars an hour she paid should have been worth it. Maybe I’m getting too old for this.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked as she moved her foot up my leg. 

      Tonight was such a cliché, but I pasted on my panty-dropping smile. “Just that dinner is going to take too long tonight. I’ve wanted to get my hands on you since last month,” I lied. Did I feel like a dick about it? Sure, but this is what she wanted. What she needed. 

      Two hours later, I carried Ms. Nixon up to her hotel room. She drank too much per usual, so tonight ended on an okay note for me. Tomorrow she’ll clamor for a refund since we didn’t have sex. Dustin, the owner of The Service will politely tell her she paid for a companion, not sex. After all, that’s not legal. It’s the same cycle we’ve been through the last two dates.

      I almost made it back to my place when a call came through from Micah, one of my coworkers at The Service. “Where are you?”

      “Just dropped a client off. What’s up?”

      “The guys and I are out at Nikki’s. It’s Dustin’s birthday, so head on over if you can.”

      Nikki’s is a local club just off the Strip. While the idea of heading out and throwing back a few with the guys sounds great, I was tired. 

      “Nah, man. I’m headed home. I had a date from hell tonight.”

      “Come on. All the more reason to join us. One drink won’t kill you.”

      I glanced at the clock in my car. Shit, it was only eleven but it felt so much later. Maybe just one for Dustin. After all, he was a great boss.

      Before I knew it, I agreed to meet Micah and the guys. I pulled an illegal U-turn and headed for the club.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Elizabeth

      “I don’t think you should show up at his wedding without a date. Hank will see you as an easy target if there isn’t someone there to have your back,” Viola admitted as she plopped down onto my bed while I got ready for our night out at Nikki’s. 

      Viola Anne Misner has been my best friend since elementary school. She’s been at my side through thick and thin. 

      I peeked my head out from my bathroom. “I wish you could be my plus-one.”

      Viola sat up quickly with a huff. “I’m pissed I can’t get the week off to go with you. But I was thinking you don’t need me to go. You need a date. Some hunky, rich guy at that. Make Hank and his terrible relatives regret the way they’ve treated you over the years. Show them how happy you are with your life right now.”

      Was I happy with my life the way it was? Sure, I was lonely at times, but Viola was right about one thing. Hank still treats me as if I were gum underneath his shoe. His wife, Ava, tolerated me just a little better. The only good thing was he never disrespected me in front of our son. I knew Mitchell would never put up with it. Other than that, Hank meant nothing to me. My feelings I once had for him were superficial at best. I never once expected him to be my ticket out of the poor part of town. But I also didn’t expect him to abandon our son. I’m just glad the two have a good relationship now. 

      “And where do you expect me to find this hunky guy who’ll attend a week’s worth of family events. It’s bad enough I’ll have to deal with Hank. The last thing I want to do is try and find a date too. Let’s just forget about it for tonight and go have some fun. We haven’t been to Nikki’s in over a month. I need a few margaritas and some tacos.”

      The great thing about Nikki’s is there’s a restaurant upstairs and a dance club on the lower level. For forty-somethings, Viola and I still had a lot of fun on the dance floor. Especially after a couple margaritas. 

      We settled in at a high-top table and ordered a pitcher of margaritas. Justin Timberlake played down below and I tapped my feet against the bottom of my stool. I glanced around and noticed just how much younger everyone seemed to be than me. I knew most of the people here were the same age as Mitchell, but Nikki’s had the best food and atmosphere so c’est la vie. 

      “What are you going to order? Your usual?” Vi asked as she finished her first drink.

      “Shrimp tacos with extra guacamole. And then I’m going to finish this pitcher because I deserve it.” I giggled. 

      Viola made me feel young again. When I wanted to just sit home and watch Netflix, she pulled me out of my shell. Admittedly, I never regretted giving in and following her lead. But the way I was feeling tonight, I may do just that.

      I raised my glass to hers. “Let’s toast to Mitchell and Ellen. May their love carry them through the tough times.”

      As we clinked glasses, I hoped for my toast to come true. They deserved all the happiness in the world. The last thing I wanted for my son was to live a life alone like I was.
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      Hunter

      Dustin’s birthday celebration was in full swing by the time I arrived. I was greeted with a cheer and a shot waiting for me. The dance floor was filled with writhing bodies. I watched as guys made their way out to the groups of females. That used to be me until I met Dustin at another club and he interviewed me on the spot without me even knowing it. 

      The next thing I knew, I was at his office, about to go out on my first date as an escort. 

      “You look like shit,” Liam said as he patted me on my back. He was one of The Service’s youngest escorts. Still wet behind the ears and not jaded yet.

      “Fuck you,” I shot back. It earned me a smirk and another drink.

      “Seriously, dude, I heard you had a date tonight. Didn’t you get laid?”

      Before I could respond about how much he has yet to learn, Micah interrupted. “Liam, there’s some hot redhead who can’t take her eyes off you, man. You better get out there before someone else does.”

      Liam placed his empty beer bottle on the table and scooted out of our booth. Micah took his spot. “Want to tell me what’s got you pissed off? You’ve had a scowl on your face ever since you walked in here.”

      “I just had a bad night, is all. Ms. Nixon drank herself until she couldn’t walk. I’m going to tell Dustin to push her off on someone else next time. I’ll make sure I’m washing my hair that night.”

      Micah nearly choked on his beer. “You’re bald, dude.”

      “Christ, it was a figure of speech. Look, I just need to take some time off. I turn thirty-five next week. Maybe it’s time to look for other work.”

      “Hunter, you’re the most requested escort Dustin has. Why would you give that up? I mean, from the other guys’ perspective they’ll be glad to take over your clients.”

      I ran my hand over my head as I leaned back against the black velvet booth. “I was thinking about taking a trip over to Napa for some rest and relaxation. I have dates lined up for the next few weeks but after that, I plan to head out of town for a couple weeks.”

      “That’s right. You have a vacation house there, huh? Must be nice.” Micah shakes his head.

      “If you guys save your money, you can have nice things too. Stop spending it on stupid shit.”

      Micah laughed after he admitted I was right.

      An hour later I was done shooting the shit. I said my goodbyes and made my way through the crowd. I was almost to the door when a woman knocked into me on the edge of the dance floor. Thankfully, I caught her before she hit the ground. When I looked down at her, I saw she was a little older than me and stunning beyond belief. 

      She was dressed in a short silver dress that showed off her toned legs. The top had one strap across her shoulder. This woman who fell into my arms was a real knockout. But different from the other women in the club tonight. She had a subtle beauty about her.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry. I didn’t hurt you, did I?” she asked once I placed her upright on her feet.

      “Nah, it takes more than a gorgeous woman stepping on my foot to hurt me, sweetheart.”

      The petite bleach blonde gasped when her eyes met mine. 

      If I hadn’t had such a shitty night, I could stay for her. Before I could say anything though, her friend rushed over to us. 

      “Oh my gosh. Lizzy, are you okay?” 

      This woman is beyond gorgeous. If her friend hadn’t come over, I’d be sure to find out her story even though I wanted to leave.

      “I’m okay,” she said as she brushed her hair out of her face. 

      Her friend turned to me, eyeing me up and down with skepticism. I wanted to laugh as if she had anything to worry about with me. I may be a dick but I’m not a classless dick. 

      “Well, if you’re sure you’re okay—Lizzy, is it? Then I’ll be on my way.”

      She nods. “Yes, thank you again.”

      With a mock salute, I headed home, all the while thinking about how shitty my night started and how a small run-in with a gorgeous woman changed my attitude.
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      Elizabeth

      “Geez, that was embarrassing.”

      “Are you kidding me, Liz? He was gorgeous. If I had to almost fall on my ass and get helped by someone, I’d love it to be him.”

      Just my luck to fall into the arms of some hot guy who probably thought I should’ve been home and in bed by now. But one smile from him made my whole night.

      “Yeah, he was hot for sure, and probably young enough to be my son. Come on, Viola, I need to get off my feet for a few.”

      We headed into the bar area where we found three empty seats at the far end. “Let’s grab two seats and a drink before we head out.”

      The bartender took our order as we hopped up on the barstools. “It’s crazy in here tonight. I don’t remember it being this busy.”

      Viola leans over to my ear so I can hear her over the music. “Did you get a look at the group of guys in the booth behind the dance floor? Holy crap. There must’ve been six or seven of them, one sexier than the other.”

      I thanked the bartender for my seltzer water and took a sip. No more margaritas for me tonight. “No, I was trying to keep my wits about me. It was easy to get swept up in the sea of people. As you could see, I almost made an ass of myself.” I laughed at what transpired. 

      I supposed there were worse things in life than falling into the arms of one of the sexiest men I’ve ever seen. I wasn’t going to feed into Viola’s little fantasy though. I’m too old to chase after men, especially men younger than me.

      “Wouldn’t it be something if you could take a guy like that to Mitchell’s wedding? Hank would crap himself if you showed up with him on your arm.” Viola laughed. “Too bad you didn’t get his name and number before he ran out of here.”

      “Yeah, right. Do you hear yourself? He ran out of here like his butt was on fire.”

      “Speaking of his butt. Did you get a good look because I sure did? Wow, he must do like a million squats to get a hard ass like that.”

      “Oh my god, you’re a menace.” I laughed even though she was right. I got a nice view of his butt. The pants he was wearing showed off just how muscular he must’ve been. 

      Viola has been through her own crap with men. She’s currently being pursued by her next door neighbor, Jeff. He’s a sweetheart and Viola, well, she’s playing hard to get. I’ve told her many times she’s going to miss her chance with a nice guy. She hasn’t listened yet.

      “Don’t focus on me, Liz. Let’s figure out how to find you a date to your son’s wedding.”

      “Excuse me, ladies. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation,” said a young, attractive man who claimed the empty seat next to Viola. “I heard you need a date for a wedding, is that right?”

      I glanced over at Viola and warned her with my eyes. I hoped to God she’d keep her mouth shut. 

      “She sure does, hot stuff,” she said. 

      Apparently she didn’t understand, or perhaps she didn’t care. 

      “No, I don’t. I’m good, thank you.”

      Mr. Hottie laughed and put his hands up in surrender. “Okay, but I’m going to leave you my card, in case you change your mind. My name is Dustin and I’m the owner of The Service.”

      He slid a card across the bar. Reluctantly, I took it. 

      “Give us a call if you change your mind,” he said as he left.

      “What the hell is The Service?” Vi asked.

      I scanned the card and couldn’t believe my eyes. Was this guy kidding me? We lived in Las Vegas, which was known as Sin City, but this?

      “Liz, what is it?”

      I looked up at my best friend. “He owns an escort service. Can you imagine that? As if I could take an escort to my son’s wedding.”
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      Hunter

      I opened the door to my apartment on the fifth floor of the building located just outside of Vegas. I bought it after my first year as a male companion. It took me some time to save up the eight hundred thousand dollars for the purchase but it was worth the sacrifice. I stopped going out and indulging in all-night parties. Instead I socked away my fees which four hundred dollars an hour to over twenty thousand for a week. Of course those women who contracted my services had that kind of money to throw at me. 

      I’ve been told I’m worth every penny, and yeah, that made my ego a lot larger than it needed to be. But that had since worn off. Being a little older than most of the other guys has led me to cut back on my dates. Of course, this meant less money which is something I had to get used to.

      I glanced at my schedule for the next month. With only a few appointment scheduled, I told Dustin I was going to take off for my place in Napa. He wasn’t thrilled but understood when I informed him I needed some downtime. If I didn’t think I needed it before my date tonight, Ms. Nixon sealed that deal.

      After a quick swim in the rooftop pool, I showered off the chlorine and headed to my master suite. I haven’t been able to get the woman who bumped into me out of my mind. Sure she was sexy but she seemed genuine in her embarrassment. She didn’t pay me much attention other than her unnecessary apology.

      Why haven’t I found a woman like that? Micah has told me the guys have noticed I’ve been an asshole lately. I wondered if they were right. That was part of the reason for my vacation from work. The other part was to figure out what my future held for me. I knew if I wanted a certain outcome, I needed to have a game plan. Problem was, I wasn’t sure how I wanted my future to look.

      Did I deserve to have it all? A career that was normal by society’s standards? Perhaps a family someday? I knew it couldn’t happen if I remained a male companion. And even though the money was outrageous, at the end of the day I was unfulfilled. 
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      Elizabeth

      The last month flew by. Thankfully I saved a week’s vacation for my son’s wedding so I could head to Napa a little early so I’m there before most of the guests. Mitchell and Ellen wanted to meet me at the airport but I declined. I needed some time to relax at the inn where I’ve booked my room. 

      Once unpacked, I called Mitchell and let him know I made it okay. He and Ellen were about to meet with the caterer for some last minute changes, so we made plans to meet up later. After a quick shower to rid myself of the airplane germs, I headed over to a small café to get a bite to eat. 

      The café was located downtown on a side street. I hadn’t been to Napa in a few years but nothing had changed since that time. I remembered just how much I love the chicken Waldorf salad, so that’s what I ordered.

      I was seated next to the window. I always enjoyed people-watching and Napa was a great place to do that. 

      “Would you like some dessert?” the twenty-something waitress asked.

      I glanced at my phone and noted I had thirty minutes before I had to meet Mitchell. “Sure. How about a slice of the apple pie? Thanks.”

      She nodded before she put my order in. 

      I scrolled through my phone when I heard the bell on the door ring. Before I could register what happened. My ex decided it was a good idea to take a seat across from me at the table.

      “Well, Lizzy. I didn’t expect to see you here so soon. Are you sure you can afford Napa?” he sneered.

      And that was how it always was between us. He was a passive-aggressive asshole. “What do you want, Hank?” I tried my best not to let him get to me but I failed from the very first look.

      “Come on, Lizzy. Don’t be like that. I just wanted to make sure you didn’t go broke coming all the way here for the wedding. I don’t want you embarrassing yourself on Mitchell’s big day.” He looked around. “What? No date? I figured you’d bring some lowlife with you.”

      I balled my hands at my side and counted to ten just like Viola told me to do. 

      “Listen, Hank. You will not ruin this week for Mitchell by pulling your emotional manipulation on me. I won’t stand for it. In fact, if you pull any kind of stunt to make me look bad, I’ll make sure you regret it.”

      Hank threw his head back and cackled. “That’s fucking funny, Liz.” He stood and leaned down to my ear. “You can’t touch me. No one will ever believe a whore over a fine upstanding gentleman who runs one of the most successful wineries in California. Enjoy your time here in Napa,” he snapped before he walked out the door.

      My heart raced at his words. Things hadn’t changed between us. Most of the time I wonder what ever happened to Hank. As a teen, he was fun-loving, a rebel who I had a lot of fun with. Then I got pregnant and it was as if I never existed. No, that’s not even it. It was as if I were the gum stuck to the bottom of his shoe. 

      Seven more days… I had to survive seven more days with the man who made me feel like nothing. 

      With a heavy heart, I made my way to meet with Mitchell and Ellen. The container that held my apple pie I couldn’t eat after my encounter tucked tightly under my arm. The same old conversation with Hank played over in my head. Years of off-and-on emotional abuse by him had taken its toll on my self-esteem but as I aged, I realized he was the one with the issue. Though it was difficult to remember that while I was being berated.

      The car ride to Mitchell’s place took ten minutes. He had a great little place next to the family winery. While it was enough for him and Ellen, I hoped they upgrade to something bigger so my future grandbabies had a place big enough. 

      I drove past a new place that wasn’t there last time I was in Napa. It looked like a cabin but definitely high-end. A quarter-mile down the road, I saw Mitchell and Ellen out on their porch as they waved to me. 

      The smile that eluded me since my run-in with Hank was now as big as the moon. I hadn’t seen the couple since they left Vegas four months ago. I parked my rental car and nearly stumbled up the sidewalk out of excitement.

      “Mom!” Mitchell yelled as he ran to catch me. We both laughed at my clumsiness which is one of my quirks.

       I’m immediately brought back to the last time I almost fell to the ground. But that time, one of the sexiest men I’ve ever seen caught me before I hit the floor. That same man had been the object of my late night fantasies ever since.

      “Hey, honey. I’m okay. Gosh, I’ve missed you. Let me look at you.”

      Mitchell, with his blonde hair and blue eyes, looked like his father. But that was the only likeness to Hank, thank god. My son had my personality. He would grow into a fine businessman if Hank taught him right. My son had a good head on his shoulders when it came to business dealings.  

      Ellen matched Mitchell in wit and humor. She majored in accounting and earned a graduate degree, so she has been trained to take over the financial end of the winery. Mitchell though was made for dealing with clients and customers. He was the salesman in the family. Everyone loved him the minute they met him.

      “You look great, Mom. Come on in. Ellen wants to go over some last-minute wedding plans.”

      After a quick kiss and hug, Ellen and I went over what had been completed until now. She had it all pretty under control. She shared the latest updates about the wedding favors and menu. 

      “Everything looks like you have it all together.” 

      “Mitchell has helped a lot but having it at the winery definitely has helped. Hank has been gracious about letting us have free rein with decorations.”

      Of course he had, I thought to myself. Ellen had never seen just how vile Hank was. Mitchell hadn’t either. His father saved it all for when we were alone. 

      “That’s great, honey. I’m so excited for you both. You’ve worked hard to get here.”

      Mitchell poured coffee as Ellen and I discussed the dress fitting tomorrow. The thought of getting into that dress is making my stomach hurt. 

      “Mom, I thought you were bringing a plus-one. I know Vi couldn’t make it but you must be dating someone?” Mitchell asked with an arched eyebrow.

      Now I’m not sure what came over me at that moment. Perhaps it was my conversation earlier with the asshole. I realized I didn’t want to be alone at this wedding. “Oh, I have a date. He’s just not here yet,” I lied.

      My son’s eyebrows shoot up. “Oh, yeah? How come you haven’t mentioned him before? Is it serious?”

      Think, Liz. I waved my hand dismissively. “His name is Caleb and we’re just friends.”

      What the hell have I just done? How was I going to produce a date within the next few hours? But the comments Hank made to me in the café ring in my mind. He expected me not to have a date. He wasn’t really surprised at all. He mocked me, but the questions still remained. Why didn’t I have a date and what was I going to do to change that? 
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      Hunter

      After a quick cleaning, I unpacked the groceries and chilled a bottle of wine to enjoy with my steak. My place in Napa was just outside of downtown, overlooking a grape vineyard that belonged to one of the local wineries. 

      I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours and I already felt my stress level dissipate. This town had a way of doing that for me. I texted my sister Samantha to let her know I arrived and would be seeing her soon. She lived just north of here.

      Samantha followed her ex-boyfriend out here from Vegas. They shared a daughter together, my niece Charlotte. But after Sam found him with another woman, she ended the relationship quickly and hasn’t so much as gone on a date. She’s still bitter about the whole thing. I didn’t blame her since she uprooted her life and moved. Now she was just focused on trying to get me to quit my job and start over. 

      I won’t lie, after my fourth date with Ms. Nixon, I didn’t mind the thought.

      After dinner, I turned on my tablet and scoured the real estate sites for listings in Las Vegas and the surrounding area. The market for sellers right now was red hot. More and more I thought it was time to get back into the business. I had a good work ethic and didn’t need someone on my ass about getting work done. Instead, I worked better on my own.

      My parents who both died in the last five years instilled that work ethic in me. My dad was an accountant and worked his fingers to the bone for everyone else’s bottom line. My mom worked as a school secretary which was perfect for her while she raised me and my sister. We had the same schedule growing up which allowed us to spend lots of time together. 

      I thought back to growing up just outside of Syracuse, New York. The small town offered a very limited number of career paths if a person decided to stay there. I chose real estate but only sold houses for a year. The economy tanked in my area and no one was buying homes. It was one of the reasons I moved to Las Vegas. The possibilities were endless. I didn’t intend to become an escort but joined The Service to make money. I knew I needed that, so once I decided to take the real estate plunge, I had a nice nest egg to rely on. After all, it took a long time to build up clientele in real estate. 

      After dinner, I headed out to my deck. It was a warm April evening and the sun hadn’t set yet. Besides the early morning silence, I loved the sight of a beautiful sunset. Perhaps I would have someone to share it with who wasn’t paying me for my time. 
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      Elizabeth

      My soon-to-be ex-best friend snickered into the phone. “Oh honey, this is priceless. I just wish I would be there to witness how you’re going to get out of this one.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do, Viola? Pick up some random guy off the street and pay him to pretend to be some dude named Caleb?”

      “Well, you could always call that male escort service we heard about last month. The owner, Dustin, I think was his name, was more than happy to help. I just wonder if he also dabbles as an escort. I wouldn’t mind taking him for a spin, if you know what I mean?”

      I growl. Of course she thought this was funny, but she wasn’t the one dealing with Hank and his crap. “You’re out of your mind. Even if I had the money to hire a male escort, if Hank ever got wind of it, I’d never live it down.”

      My ex had made my life a living hell for the last several years. This bit of information was fodder to bury me.

      “Liz, I don’t think anyone would know. I’m sure there would be a non-disclosure agreement and legal ramifications for breaking it. Do you want me to call and check it out for you?”

      “Oh god no. If I decide to do this, and I’m not saying I will, I’ll be the one to call.”

       Crap, why did it feel like this was my only option? 

      “Oh honey, it’ll be fine. It doesn’t hurt to give them a call and see if they can get someone out to Napa. It’ll probably cost you an arm and a leg but won’t it be worth it to see the look on Hank’s face when you show up with some young hotttie on your arm?”

      I hadn’t thought about just how much this would cost me. I do have a little savings and an empty credit card but I’m not rich like Hank. The hush money I received as a “little token” has been earning interest for the last twenty-four years. Could I really dip into the money I considered dirty? 

      I tossed and turned all night and debated what to do about my plus-one. Since I didn’t sleep much, I made coffee at five o’clock and got on my tablet. The Service had a few locations other than Las Vegas. The website listed Los Angeles as the closest location, so maybe they’d send someone from there.

      After a quick breakfast the innkeeper made, I had an hour before I had to meet Ellen for my dress fitting. I mentally calculated the cost of having an escort with me for at least the events Thursday through Sunday. I had the money, but I hesitated. What if someone found out? I’d never live it down.

      Not seeing any other way out, I made the call.

      “The Service, this is Amber speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Um, hello. I think I may want to order an escort, please.”

      I heard Amber giggle a little. I wasn’t offended. In fact, her laughter made me relax. 

      “I can help you with that. Could I have your name and location of where you’d need one of the companions?”

      Oh! Companion sounds so much better. “I’m sorry. My name is Elizabeth. I got your business card from Dustin. I met him at Nikki’s in Vegas a few weeks ago when he overheard my dilemma. I’m attending my son’s wedding here in Napa. I’d like someone to be my date from Thursday to Sunday. There are a few events I’ll need to attend. I know it’s last minute and all. The wedding is this weekend after all, so if you don’t have anyone available, I understand. Maybe this isn’t a good idea.”

      “It’s okay, Elizabeth. Let me talk you through the process and see if we can help you out.”

      I squeezed my eyes tightly as I imagined just how silly this was.

      For the next ten minutes, Amber explained the paperwork process which could be completed online. She asked exactly what type of companion would suit my needs. Okay, I may have snorted at the question. But when I explained my situation, she was more than helpful. She told me she had to do some checking to see who she could get to accompany me on such short notice.

      I quickly filled out the form and waited for her to call me back later in the day with my options.

      My uneasiness abated somewhat as I walked to the dress shop to meet Ellen. “Hey Liz, we’re over here.” Ellen was standing with her bridal party, who all looked like a million dollars in their pink chiffon knee-length dresses. Of course, all the bridesmaids were size zero. Okay, they were size two, either way, ten sizes below mine. 

      Ugh. I ate a croissant this morning and I felt it attach to my left thigh. I inwardly sighed at the thought of getting into the dress I ordered six months ago. I swore I’d lose the ten pounds I needed to but alas, I didn’t.

      The shop owner brought out the black strapless sateen dress. I shimmied my way into it but was surprised when it fit. I tested it out on the tufted bench inside the room. I was able to sit in it, no problem. After a twirl and a wink to myself, I headed out.

       Ellen clapped her hands together in excitement when I came out of the dressing room. “You’re going to look so hot. Every man is going to wonder who you are, Liz.” She leaned into my ear. “I hope this friend of yours is ready to see you in a whole new light because you look smoking.”

      “I’m sure he has no idea what he’s in for.” I laughed. If Ellen only knew just how true that statement was.
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      Hunter

      Dustin has called me twice while I was out on my morning run. I drank a recovery drink, showered, and called him back on video chat.

      “What’s up, Dustin? Are the women missing me already?”

      “You’re such a dick.” He laughed, knowing I’m kidding… mostly.

      “I have a request for you,” he stated with hesitation. 

      “Nope. I’m on vacation.”

      “Just listen, okay? If you still don’t want to do it, I’ll understand. But if you say yes, I could always extend your vacation if you want.” He smirked.

      “Out with it so I can tell you no and I can go on with my day.”

      Dustin shook his head but the smirk remained. “I have a request from a woman I met the night of my birthday when we were at Nikki’s. I overheard her and her friend discussing the need for an escort. She didn’t have a date to her son’s wedding. It’s this weekend in Napa, Hunter. She was really shy when I suggested she contact me. But I have to hand it to her, she called this morning.”

      My mind went right back to that night. The sweet little thing who fell into my arms. It couldn’t be her, could it? It wouldn’t matter anyway because I’m not taking the date. “Call the LA office. I’m sure they can get someone up here for her.” I knew I was pushing Dustin by saying no, but fuck. I was on vacation.

      I heard a huff from my boss. “You’re saying no? It’s for Thursday through Sunday, Hunter. It’s good money. Not to mention the wedding is at the Colworthe Winery. Isn’t that the one that borders your cabin?”

      Dustin laughed when I hung my head. I don’t need the money, but I’d feel like a dick if I don’t do it with it being so close to me. “I want extra time off for this. Extend my vacation by four days and I’ll do it.”

      “Thanks, man. I think you’ll really like Elizabeth. She seems like a sweet lady who didn’t have any other options at this point. I’ll send over her information this afternoon.”

      My mind immediately goes back that night at Nikki’s, when Lizzy made her appearance. Could Lizzy be Elizabeth, my new client? It seemed plausible enough. But with my luck, it’s someone like Ms. Nixon.

      We hung up and it wasn’t long before I wondered why the hell I said yes. I knew part of me would feel guilty not taking the date when Dustin explained just how shy the woman was. It took a lot for women to contact us. When the stigma around companionship is taboo enough, society isn’t used to women who take charge and hire their own companions. It was an acceptable practice when the roles were reversed. I knew this woman probably needed someone who was more experienced to help her get over her apprehension about the whole thing.
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      Elizabeth

      This was a nightmare. I didn’t have a choice though. Ellen needed help with the seating chart. So we set up in the office next to Hank’s. I did my best to avoid him. Not that it mattered because he’d never demean me in front of our future daughter-in-law. 

      I’m on edge not necessarily only because of Hank but Dustin called me an hour ago. I officially have a date for my son’s wedding. Hunter was his name, and he was supposed to contact me sometime today. 

      “What’s going on with you?” Ellen asks as she erases Mitchell’s uncle Joe and aunt Roni from table seven.

      “Nothing. Why do you think something is going on?”

      “Well, for one, you keep checking your phone. Are you waiting for your friend to call or something?”

      Yes, my new friend Hunter. But I have to call him Caleb. The one I’m paying nine thousand dollars for. “Caleb is supposed to call me to let me know when he’ll get to town.” Okay, so that wasn’t a lie.

      Ellen reached across the table and laid her hand on my arm. “I’m glad you have a date for the wedding, Elizabeth. You deserve to have some fun this weekend.” Her smile made me feel guilty. She expected something to come from this weekend, I’m sure of it. She and my son have been after me to date. It wasn’t like there weren’t enough guys in Vegas, but I wasn’t the type to go out looking. And the whole online dating thing made me nervous. I don’t know how to quell her excitement because after brunch on Sunday, I’ll never see Hunter again.

      An hour and several table changes, Ellen and I finished the last-minute shifting of table assignments. Thankfully, Hunter and I are seated at a table with Ellen’s parents, and not Hank and Ava. Speaking of Ava, she stopped by to help for all of twenty minutes. And in Ava fashion, she decided it was too much work and left to find Hank.

      Don’t get me wrong, Ava was okay. We made small talk like usual. After all, she’s treated Mitchell well, so I couldn’t hate her. Instead, I actually felt some sympathy for her. I wondered if Hank treated her the same way he treated me. I never saw it but then again, no one ever saw him do it to me. 

      “So your parents are coming in tomorrow?” I asked Ellen as she put the seating chart away.

      “Yes, just in time for our dinner party. I hope Caleb will be here in time?”

      Before I could answer, my phone rang. It was a phone number I didn’t recognize. My heart sped up. I excused myself just in case it was Hunter. 

      “I have to take this call.” I quickly made my way out onto the deck that overlooks a creek that flows out back. “Hello?” I ask, almost breathless.

      “Hello, may I speak with Elizabeth please?” 

      Oh my god. It had to be Hunter. Why did he have to sound so sexy? Oh that’s right. It was his business.

      “Hello?” he asked again.

      “Oh sorry. This is Elizabeth. Is this Hunter?”

      “Sure is, darlin’. Dustin said you wanted to talk before we went out. I’m calling to set up a time for us to meet before the events of the weekend. That okay with you?”

      My insides melted at his term of endearment. It didn’t have a tone of sarcasm or demeaning. It was nice. I had to remind myself this was a job to him, that’s all. His sweet talk was part of the deal.

      “Yes, I’d like to meet first. We probably need to come up with a story about how we met or something. I’ve never done this before, so I’ll have to follow your lead.” I let out a giggle that would rival any teenage girl. Get it together, Liz. You’re a      forty-one-year-old woman, not a lovestruck adolescent. 

      “It’s okay to be nervous as this is your first time, Elizabeth. I promise to do whatever I can to make sure you relax.”

      Lots of naughty ideas came to my mind about just how Hunter could help me relax. It was a crazy thought really since I’ve never met him before, but if ever just a voice could turn me on, it was Hunter’s. How could I already be attracted to him? There were no pictures of the guys on the website. Dustin did tell me he could send me Hunter’s profile, but at this point what did it matter? I was into this lie now and nothing short of meeting an actual guy named Caleb who’d be willing to attend the wedding with me would save me.
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      Hunter

      I agreed to meet Elizabeth at a local steakhouse in two hours. Usually when I’d meet a new client, it was always in a public place. Of course, it was to make the woman feel safe, but also for me. There were a lot of crazies out there. 

      Elizabeth was nervous, which was to be expected. Although society is starting to be more accepting of women hiring male companions, it still had a negative overall connotation. But the women who’ve hired me in the past were typically professionals in the business world. They often looked for someone to accompany them on a business trip or event so they didn’t have to go alone. But sometimes, women just wanted to be treated like the queens they are. And for me, those were my favorite dates. 

      I read over the information Dustin sent me. Elizabeth needed someone to escort her to various events beginning tomorrow leading up to the wedding and brunch on Sunday. It looked like there was a dinner for out-of-town guests at the Colworthe Winery, a bus tour of the other local vineyards, a rehearsal dinner, the wedding and Sunday brunch. Perhaps there were times when I wasn’t needed and I could rescue some of my vacation time.

      After I returned some personal emails, I changed and drove to the steakhouse which was four blocks from the winery. 

      “Hey Peter.” I tossed the keys to my Escalade to the valet. Peter had been working here ever since I could remember. 

      “Ah, I wondered when you were coming back, It’s been a while.”

      “All work and no play, my man.” I clapped him on the back. No one in Napa knew what I did for a living. When asked, I told them I was in entertainment. 

      Elizabeth told me she’d be wearing a navy blue dress, so I scanned the room as I entered. I give the hostess my name. She informed me my party was already seated. 

      We weaved between tables. The moment I spotted Elizabeth, everyone in the room ceased to exist. She hadn’t noticed me yet. I nod to the hostess and just admire the woman I met before. Her hands were in her lap, as she looked around hesitantly. I saw the apprehension in her face, like she’d bolt out of here if I didn’t make my presence known soon.

      She looked gorgeous. Even prettier than the night at Nikki’s. Tonight Elizabeth looked radiant even through her apprehension. Her dress was off the shoulder. It gave me a perfect view of the lines of her neck. Her hair was pulled back unlike the night we met. 

       When Elizabeth’s eyes met mine, I saw both relief and shock. I supposed I had the same look too.

      I finally moved to close the distance between us and with each step, my smile got bigger. Hers? It was guarded. I ran my hand over my head, still amazed she was here.

      A giggle erupted from her, and I laughed too. 

      “So your name is Lizzy, short for Elizabeth?”

      She bit down on her lower lip and nodded. “I can’t believe it’s you. I mean you’re Hunter, right?”

      “Yes. How about that? What are the chances?” I asked as I pulled my chair out.

      She shook her head. “I really don’t believe this. Although I guess it makes sense since you were there the night I met Dustin. So he’s your boss then? And you’re an escort.” She whispered the last word as she leaned over the table toward me. 

      “Yes, I’m an escort, a companion, whatever you’d like to call me.”

      Suddenly, I saw what looked like disappointment in her eyes. For once, an uncomfortable feeling came over me about my job. Is Elizabeth judging me?

      Before I could ask, Ted, our waiter, brought us menus. “Hey, Hunter. Haven’t seen you lately. How’s Vegas?”

      Elizabeth shifted in her chair. I answered him but never took my eyes from Elizabeth. “It’s the same as always, Ted. How are Regina and the boys?”

      We made small talk for a minute. “Can you give us some time to look the menu over? Elizabeth, what would you like to drink?”

      “Oh, just some cabernet please.”

      Ted nodded. “We have the cab from Colworthe as our special tonight. A bottle or glass?”

      Another nervous laugh escaped Elizabeth. I took that as a cue a bottle was necessary.

      Once Ted left, I reached my hand over to hers. I gave it a little squeeze. “No one in Napa knows what I do for a living, darlin’. You don’t have to worry about anyone finding out about it.”

      She pulled her hand from mine. I knew she wanted to bolt. I’ve seen that look on a woman’s face before. It was one of regret. She’s lost whatever reason she needed me. “This was a mistake. I can’t do this. I’m sorry.” She started to stand.

      I put my hands up, hoping she’d hear me out. “Please just stay and have dinner so we can discuss your concerns. I promise at the end of the night, if you don’t want to go ahead with this arrangement, I’ll understand.”

      I saw the battle she waged in her mind. The uncertainty written all over her face. Still unsure of what she was going to say, I pulled an ace out of my sleeve. “You at least owe me dinner for stepping on my toe at Nikki’s.”
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      Elizabeth

      What the hell was I doing and why was he so freaking nice? Ugh. Hunter smiled a megawatt grin as a war raged within me. For one, I wasn’t a prude but if Hank ever found out I had to hire a date for Mitchell’s wedding, I would never hear the end of it. Not to mention, what would Mitchell think?

      All of that aside, I didn’t want to go to the wedding alone either. I needed a distraction, a buffer from Hank’s insults. Yes, I wanted to see the look on his face when I showed up with this man on my arm. Not to mention the other women too. Because the subtle way Hunter commands attention was enough to make me want to rip his clothes off.

      “What do you say? At least let’s have dinner and I can answer any questions you have.”

      I really didn’t have much choice at this point. Before I could give in and say yes, the one thing I didn’t want to happen happened. Hank and Ava.

      Ava was the first one to spot me. She waved as she pulled Hank our way.

      “Oh god, here comes my ex. Your name is Caleb, okay? I’ll explain later.”

      Hunter smirked as if he loved this type of run-in. I’m sure it’s not his first even though it is mine.

      “Lizzy! Oh my gosh. Is this your date for the wedding?” she asked as Hunter stood to shake her hand. He stood at least a foot taller than she. 

      “Yes, I’m here for the wedding. My name’s Caleb.” He gave her that same sexy, lopsided grin he gave me. A slight twinge of jealousy coursed through my body.

      Ava eyes Hunter up and down. As Hank noticed the attention his wife was giving my date, he cleared his throat. 

      “Oh I’m sorry, this is my husband Hank,” she said as she snapped herself out of a lust-filled trance. 

      Hunter reached his hand over to Hank who at first just looked at it. Did I mention he’s an asshole? 

      “Oh yes, you’re Hank. I should thank you, by the way.”

      Hank looked as confused as I felt. “Thank me?” He snorted. “For what?”

      “Well, if you hadn’t let this gorgeous woman go...” He motioned to me. “Then I never would’ve met Elizabeth. Now that I have, I can’t imagine being anywhere else this weekend.”

      Oh my god. What just happened here? I glanced at Hank who I knew was on the edge of some sarcastic remark about me being trash. 

      Instead, Ava saved all of us. “It was uh, nice meeting you Caleb. I guess we’ll see you tomorrow,” she interjected. As she led Hank away to their table which was across the room thankfully, Hunter sat down. 

      “How was that?”

      I was stunned at what happened over the last minute or two. In fact, I was speechless. But by the time it sank in, I realized I had a date for the next few days. “Well, I guess my mind’s made up about this weekend, isn’t it? Thank you for handling that. My ex is an ass who would love nothing more than to let the world know what he thinks of me.” 

      The waiter who I now knew as Ted, brought the bottle of wine. He poured two glasses. I drank half the glass before he took our order. 

      “Your ex is a douche,” Hunter admitted before he took his first sip.

      “You have no idea. I guess now that you’re officially my date for the next few days I should share some of why I need you.”

      So I did. Over the next hour, Hunter and I ate our dinner while I gave him my background with Hank. I wasn’t sure but I think I heard a low growl come from him a time or two. 

      Hunter explained he had a cabin here in Napa. He was on vacation when Dustin called him. 

      “I’m sorry to ruin your vacation. I just didn’t know what else to do once I told my family I had a date. And of course Hank wasn’t expecting me to, so having you say yes is a bonus.”

      He once again took my hands in his. I clenched my thighs together as a surge of want ran through me. “I’ll admit I wasn’t happy when Dustin called me. But now that I know my weekend will be spent with you, well, my vacation can wait.”
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      Hunter

      After dessert, Elizabeth and I walked down to the ice cream shop down the block. I held her hand and she didn’t fight me. She knew people in this town needed to see us together as a couple if Hank was going to believe it.

      “So, tomorrow night is a dinner for out-of-town guests. And it’ll be at the winery?” 

      “Yes, at seven. If you don’t want to come, it’s okay. I know this is all last minute for you.”

      I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and tipped her chin up to me. God, she was beautiful. How fucking lucky was I to be here with her. “I’m all yours until after the brunch Sunday. After all, I don’t know Caleb all that well, but if he’s anything like me, he can’t wait to show you how you should be treated.”

      I watched as disbelief fell over her face. I moved in close, searching for any clue as to an invitation to kiss her. When Elizabeth licked the bottom of her lip it was all I needed. With her face in my hands, I kissed her gently. It wasn’t the type of kiss I usually gave my dates, but Elizabeth wasn’t like the women I’ve been with lately. 

      She kissed me back for a second then pulled back. Her eyes questioned what just happened. I didn’t say anything as I swept my thumb across her bottom lip. 

      “Okay,” Elizabeth whispered. But as soon as a car passed by, she looked like she wanted to hide. 

      Even as she agreed to letting me show her off, she looked unconvinced. She’ll soon learn just how much attention she’s been missing.

      Helping women gain more confidence when it comes to just how gorgeous and sexy they were was always the highlight of my job. I loved worshipping women and always left them with a sense of empowerment. 

      Some women were shy about hiring an escort, much like Elizabeth was. But other times, women were bolder than I had anticipated. Ms. Nixon was one of those women. She treated me like shit on occasion. She was one of the reasons I thought about quitting. But it was women like Elizabeth that kept me going. 

      I listened to her talk about how she got to where she was in life. It sounded like it was a difficult journey for sure, but I could tell she was a fighter. I admired her for taking control of her life and reaching out to Dustin. For someone like Elizabeth, it took a lot of courage. Especially given her concern about what her ex might put her through if he ever found out.

      I swore to myself at that moment I’d do anything I could to help her move forward from her bully of an ex. 
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      Elizabeth

      I fidgeted with my sundress as I looked in the mirror. It was yellow with white flowers—not too casual and not too fancy. I glanced over at the clock on the dresser in my room. Hunter, ugh. I mean, Caleb will be here any minute to take me to the winery. I better get used to calling him Caleb even though he doesn’t look like one.

      No, Hunter definitely looked like a hunter. I was his prey, and I was okay with that. In fact, I don’t think I’d run too far away from him if he gave chase. 

      I shook the thought out of my head. I reminded myself this was just a business transaction. And a guy like Hunter never gave me the time of day. And that fact that I had to pay for this attention was something I hadn’t yet fully come to grips with yet. 

      After a quick pep talk and a glass of wine, I relaxed just a bit. 

      Viola called an hour ago and wished me good luck. I repeated my displeasure at the fact she wasn’t here with me, to which she laughed. She believed I’d definitely have a better time with a sexy man rather than my bitter best friend. 

      My fingers went to my lips when I thought about how Hunter kissed me last night. Even though it was a soft kiss, it was probably the sexiest kiss I’d ever received. 

      I got so lost in my own thoughts, it took me a few seconds to realize there was a knock on my door. One last check in the mirror before I opened it to find Hunter standing in the hall with a single red rose.

      My eyes shifted from the red petals up his broad chest and landed on the nicest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Hunter was wearing black slacks with a baby blue button-down shirt. His sleeves were rolled up, showing his tattooed forearms. I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat. “Hi.”

      “This is for you,” Hunter replied as he ran the rose across my décolletage. I shivered at the light touch. He leaned in and kissed my cheek. “You look beautiful, Elizabeth.”

      “Thank you. I’ll just put it in a glass of water. I don’t have a vase.” I giggled like I was sixteen again. 

      “Yeah, I guess I didn’t think about that. Sorry.”

      “Oh Hunter. It’s sweet. I can’t remember the last time I got flowers from a man other than my son.”

      “You’ve been dating the wrong men, obviously. Hopefully by the time our arrangement is over, you’ll expect men to treat you like the angel you are.”

      His words caught me off guard. In fact, every time he gave me a compliment, I didn’t know how to respond. Hank never said things like that to me when we were together. And any of the men I’ve dated seemed to be children in adult clothing. Always about themselves and never anyone else.

      “Um, I guess we should be going. Let me just grab my sweater.”

      The ride to the winery only took five minutes. It didn’t give me enough time to admire his Escalade. Perhaps I’ll have more time over the next few days. 

      “So, Mitchell is your son and he’s marrying Ellen. I’ve already met Hank and Ava. Anyone else I should know?”

      “Hm. No, I’m not close to my own family, so they won’t be there. My best friend is Viola. She’s back in Vegas though.”

      “Okay, so I think I got it. And we met through Viola.”

      “Yes, Caleb.” I snickered.

      “Jesus, I hope I can remember to answer to that.”

      Me too, I thought to myself.
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      Hunter

      Elizabeth was so sexy. And that damn dress made her look ten years younger than she was. Not that her age bothered me. She was probably the shyest woman I’ve had a date with in years. She isn’t handsy. She didn’t want to get down to business. I didn’t know if there would be any business going on at all this weekend.

      Don’t get me wrong, hell yes, I hoped Elizabeth ended up in my bed. I wanted that the night I met her at Nikki’s. But now that I knew she just needed someone to back her up in front of her ex, I decided I needed to entice her out of her shell slowly. Well, as slowly as I could go over four days. 

      “Thank you for doing this. I couldn’t imagine doing this without you.”

      I glanced at Elizabeth as she sat in my passenger seat. “I think you would’ve been just fine on your own. I know we haven’t known each other for more than a couple days, but you’ve shown me how strong you were in front of Hank.”

      She shook her head. “Once Hank’s parents found out I was pregnant with an heir to their money, he was sent away. Over the years, I guess he grew bitter. I never would’ve had anything to do with him if he had ever acted the way he does now back then.”

      “How does he treat you now? Is it just an ex being an asshole?”

      Again, Elizabeth shook her head. “No. Hank feels the need to demean me whenever we’re alone. He won’t do it in front of you or anyone else. In fact, my son has no idea what a jerk his dad is—at least to me.”

      I reached over and rubbed her arm. “Why don’t you tell him to go fuck himself? Do you still have feelings for him?”

      She whipped her eyes to mine. “Oh hell no. My feelings changed the day he abandoned me. I just don’t like confrontation, so I don’t fight back.”

      I gripped the steering wheel tight as I envisioned just what her ex must’ve said to her all these years. If I heard him disparage her even once, his face would meet my fist.

      “I just want everything to be okay for Mitchell and Ellen’s big day. I’ll deal with Hank’s vileness just to make sure all is good.”

      “No woman deserves to be treated like that. I hope you realize that.”

      “I do now. But when I was younger, I just let him do it. Thankfully, we hadn’t talked in years. It was good for me but not so great when you had a young son who wanted to know why his father hadn’t been in touch with him.”

      The minute we arrived at the winery, I sensed Elizabeth tense up. My hand once again found hers. “Let’s go in and have a good time tonight. After all, Caleb needs a night out.”

      Her laughter at the use of my fake name felt like warmth from the sun. She really was a beautiful woman.

      We entered the winery, hand in hand, and headed to the back deck where the dinner party was just getting started. First to greet us was her son and his fiancée. 

      “This is my friend Caleb,” Elizabeth squeaked out. I held out my hand to her son who shook it. 

      “Nice to meet you, Caleb. I’m glad you could escort my mom to the wedding.”

      Elizabeth started to giggle uncontrollably just as another couple came in to greet Mitchell and Ellen. “We’ll get out of the way and let you greet the others,” I announced and I placed my hand on the small of her back. 

      Once we were on the other side of the deck away from the others, I kissed Elizabeth on the cheek. “I’m going to get you a glass of champagne. You need to relax a little.”

      She looked up at me with her blue eyes. If we weren’t in public, I might just push her to give in to what I want from her. Instead, I reached down and rubbed my nose to hers. It was intimate yet innocent enough for a family event. 

      “Um, okay,” she said quietly.

      I left her by the railing that overlooked the vineyard and made my way over to the bar. “Two glasses of champagne, please.”

      I watched the bartender uncork a new bottle and pour out my request. “Thank you,” I nod before heading back to Elizabeth. But before I even took one step, I saw Hank manhandling Elizabeth. Rage instantly took over as I zeroed in on the asshole.
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      Elizabeth

      “Ouch, you’re hurting me,” I growled at Hank who had my arm. “Why are you making a scene right now?”

      “What kind of game do you think you’re playing, Lizzy? Showing up here with some hot guy. Did you care just how it would embarrass Mitchell?”

      Before I could answer, movement over Hank’s shoulder caught my eye. It’s Hunter and he has fire in his eyes. “Get your hands off her or I’ll beat your ass in front of all your friends, you asshole,” he growled. 

      The tone of Hunter’s voice stunned Hank because he let go of my arm quickly. 

      I gave Hunter a smile and hoped he’d get the message that I was okay. I didn’t want him to egg Hank on or vice versa. The last thing I needed was to make a scene at this party. 

      Hunter got in between Hank and me. “I overheard what you said, Hank. For your information, I begged Elizabeth to let me come with her. I knew I wasn’t good enough to show up on her arm, but I’m glad she’s given me a chance. I’m a fucking lucky man,” he growled then stepped back. “So if you’re done making a spectacle of yourself at your son’s dinner party, Elizabeth and I have some dancing to do before dinner.”

      Hunter handed me my glass of champagne from a passing waiter. He led me to a table where we sat for a moment, absorbing what just happened. I swallowed the whole glass of champagne in one gulp. Hunter’s eyebrows shot up as he watched. “Come on, darlin’, pace yourself. Don’t let that asshole get to you. Men like Hank get off on intimidating women. But cower when they have to deal with someone their size.”

      I laughed. “You mean like he didn’t get to you? And Hank is not your size. You’re like three of him,” I hiccuped.

      Hunter took a sip of his champagne. “I’ll always stand up for a woman who’s being mistreated. I’ll never apologize for that.” He ran his hand over his head. “How about we just forget he’s here for the rest of the night and go have some fun before dinner.”

      Just the thought of being in Hunter’s arms made me a nervous wreck. But once he took my hand and led me to the dance floor in the large dining room, I instantly relaxed. 

      Hunter took me in his arms as the band played a song by Frank Sinatra, Mitchell’s favorite. He pulled me into his chest as his hand pressed against my lower back. His touch sent my body into a sexual tailspin. I could feel just how much this closeness was affecting him too. His erection was pressed against me. 

      “You’re shaking,” he whispered in my ear. “Are you cold?”

      I shook my head against his chest and he pulled me in tighter. His broad chest made for the perfect place to lay my head. 

      We danced for a minute or two before I heard another low growl come from Hunter. It was then I realized Hank was watching us. Hunter pulled back slightly so I could see his face. “I want to kiss you, Elizabeth. Not because your ex is watching but because of how beautiful you look tonight. If you can’t tell how attracted I am to you.”

      I swallowed the tightness in my throat at the thought of Hunter kissing me here in front of everyone. I shouldn’t care, but I looked around anyway. Why shouldn’t I let this gorgeous man give me a kiss? I’m sure he wouldn’t stick his tongue down my throat here in front of family and friends. 

      He watched as I looked around at the guests. Most were busy talking and not paying attention. So I took a leap of faith. I bit the bottom of my lip. “Okay.”

      Our eyes locked as Hunter leaned down. His lips gently met mine. In that moment, we were the only two in the room. His breath stole mine as his hands moved to my hips.

      The kiss was soft and sweet. And far too short if it were up to me. But secretly I was glad he didn’t maul me in front of the others. 

      “Was that okay?” he asked. 

      It took me a moment to catch my breath that he seemed to have stolen from me. “Perfect.” I looked up at him. How was I going to make it through dinner without wanting to take Hunter to the coatroom? With such a simple kiss, he had ignited a flame in me I thought was long gone.

      “I, um, think our seats are over there.” I pointed to where Ellen’s parents were seated. Joan and Mike were great people. We’ve stayed in touch since they moved to Texas. Probably out of anyone here, I was most comfortable with them. And believe it or not, the man I just met was a close second.

      Dinner was nice and relaxed. It wasn’t rushed or awkward. I introduced Hunter as Caleb. Our backstory included exactly how we met. Ellen’s parents didn’t question us too much which was nice. Hunter and her father talked sports while Roni and I gushed over the wedding. 

      At one point in the evening, Hunter reached over and rubbed my back as I leaned forward to talk to Mitchell. I tensed at the unexpected and unfamiliar touch of his hand. If Mitchell noticed, I couldn’t tell. But Hunter did and offered to get me another glass of wine. He knew I needed to relax just a bit more.

      “Dance with me before the music stops,” he whispered as the night started to wind down.

      The thought of being against his broad muscular chest made me weak in the knees. The smell of his cologne and his cocky grin broke down any resolve I had.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered back before we headed out to the dance floor. The slow rhythm of the jazz music urged us to get close.

      The warmth of his body against mine when he pulled me into him felt like home. His hands moved up and down my back giving me goose bumps. Hunter nestled his mouth into my neck. It was such an intimate gesture, it almost felt natural. 

      “Why did you just tense up? You were just relaxing in my arms.”
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      The inn was quiet except for my nervous laughter. Hunter followed me up the stairs to my room. Once outside my door, his hands found my hips. I tried to unlock my door as fast as I could, but I fumbled with my keys. “If you keep touching me like that, we’ll never get into my room.”

      Hunter’s lips kissed my neck. “We wouldn’t want that now, would we?” His whisper sent a shiver through my body.

      I was so turned on, yet scared at the same time. I couldn’t wait for Hunter to touch me but doubt always crept in to take over. As if Hunter knew what I needed, he took control. “Give me the keys. I can’t wait another minute.”
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      Elizabeth

      His kisses were as commanding, yet gentle as they were last night. I opened for him immediately. As I slid in next to his broad chest, my phone rang. He smiled against my lips. 

      “It’s Viola’s ringtone. She can wait,” I whispered. 

      We let the phone go to voice mail as we touched and kissed. His body lay on top of mine. Hunter held himself up on his forearms. He was careful not to crush me. I writhed underneath him. My body called to his as I wrapped my legs around his waist and put a little pressure on him.

      “You want to feel all of me, darlin’?”

      I moaned my response against his lips. 

      “Fuck.” He pulled back. “I don’t have any condoms on me. I left them at my place. Jesus, the guys will have a field day with this one.” He laughed.

      I pulled him back down to me. “Check the bag on top of the vanity.” I nodded toward the bathroom. Hunter arched an eyebrow at me. I smiled at my admission. “It was the first time I’ve ever bought them. I was so embarrassed.”

      I watched as he moved across my room to the bathroom. His body was a work of art. I could see the outline of his thigh muscles as he walked. And did I mention his rock-hard butt? It was so perfect, I wanted to give it gentle bites.

      Hunter stood at the edge of my bed, his erection fully sheathed. I couldn’t believe I was going to do this with Hunter. Not because I was paying for it, I guess I got over that real quick. I just never thought a man like Hunter would make me feel the way he does.

      “Get out of your head, Elizabeth.” It was a command as he kneeled at my feet. His hands moved to my ankles. 

      “What are you doing?” I squealed as he pulled me to the him. 

      “I’m going to give you just what you need, darlin’.”

      His fingers moved up my thighs. With every inch, I grew wetter with anticipation and want. Hunter leaned down and took my mouth with his. As our tongues dueled for control, I felt his cock at my entrance. 

      I decided to take control as I lifted my hips up to meet him. I wanted Hunter inside me, and I wanted it right at that moment. And it almost happened except for the little interruption of when the fire alarm went off.

      “Shit,” Hunter groaned as he moved off me. “Throw your dress on and let’s go.” 

      Hunter scrambled to get his pants on. He grabbed my hand and led me down the steps. 

      “Oh my god. I can’t believe this,” I whispered as we made our way outside with the other guests and the inn owners. 

      “Don’t worry, everyone. I just burned something in the toaster oven. It’s okay. You can come back in.”

      I turned to Hunter and started to laugh. He pulled me into his chest which allowed me to hide my embarrassment. He rubbed my back. “Well that was a first for me,” he whispered as he kissed the top of my head.

      With the moment of sexual tension between us broken, I figured Hunter wanted to leave. “So I guess the moment is gone.” I looked up at him.

      “Only if you say so, darlin’. If you want me to go, I will. If you want me to just stay and hold you, I can do that too. I’m a pretty good cuddler.” 

      I bit my bottom lip as I looked around at the other guests who were now filing back in. “Maybe you could just stay the night?” 
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      It was seven in the morning as the rays of sun seeped through the curtains. The daylight reminded me of what happened last night and the fact that a massive man slept next to me all night. I brought the pale pink sheet up to my neck. I tried to not make a sound as I watched Hunter’s chest move up and down slowly. 

      I felt wetness pool between my legs as I scanned his muscles and reminisced about the way he touched me last night. The way his lips kissed every inch of my body—I’ve never felt that way before. 

      Hunter stirred and smiled. “I can feel your eyes on me, darlin’. I can also feel the heat radiating between us.” His blue eyes met mine. “You okay?”

      “I’m embarrassed,” I admitted with my hands over my eyes. As if that prevented him from seeing my almost naked body.

      Hunter reached over and pulled my hands from my face. “I want to see you, Elizabeth.” He leaned up on one elbow. “Don’t ever be embarrassed with me or anyone else. You’re a beautiful, smart, and sexy woman,” he whispered before he pulled me down to him. 
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      Hunter

      “I need to go back to my place and shower. Do you want me to meet you back here or at the winery?” 

      Elizabeth chewed on her nail as she leaned against the bathroom doorframe. “Here is better. I don’t want to go on the bus with everyone else. I know a few people are driving in case they can’t keep up with the young ones.” She laughed.

      “Alright. Let me go get ready, and I’ll be back in an hour. We’ll have plenty of time to grab something to eat first.”

      Ten minutes later, I walked into my cabin and made my way to my shower. Elizabeth bombarded my thoughts as I let the hot water run over me. I shook my head when I realized just how easy it would be to fall for a woman like her. Elizabeth was real, funny, and passionate. She just needed someone to help coax her out of her shell. 

      I held her pretty much all night. While our kisses got a little intense, I tried to follow her lead. She didn’t press me to go further than that and I was okay with it. For some reason, Elizabeth made me want to do things differently with her. To take it slow, I guess.

      A certain sense of anger seeped in as I remember how I almost didn’t take this date. Someone from the Los Angeles office would’ve been here in my place with Elizabeth, and that thought made me mad. Not that whoever came out to Napa would’ve been an asshole, but some guys, especially the younger ones, weren’t necessarily adept yet at enticing a woman like Elizabeth. 

      In fact, it took me a year or two to really understand what women really want when they call Dustin. As different as their reasons were, one thing most of the women wanted was to feel desired. I intended to make sure Elizabeth never questioned just how desirable she was.

      Two hours later and a quick brunch, we made our way to the first winery on today’s schedule. Elizabeth looked beautiful in her sundress and big Hollywood-style sunglasses. I looked down at my dress shorts and docksiders. I thought I looked okay but next to my date, I’m not so sure.

      “What’s wrong?” she whispered as we approached the first tasting station. I wouldn’t let her see just how unsure of myself I was. This weekend was about boosting Elizabeth’s confidence in front of her ex. At least it was for me. I didn’t want that asshole to ever feel like he could tear her down.

      “Nothing. Just hope I’m comfortable in these shoes all day.” I grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it. 

      “I think you look cute, Caleb.” That’s right. I’m Caleb now that we were in front of others. “Cute? I don’t think any of my dates have ever referred to me as cute before.” I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her close. 

      I watched the curve of her throat as she swallowed. “Okay, maybe sexy, not cute.” 

      “Maybe?” I asked as I dug my finger into her hip. I knew she was ticklish there. Elizabeth laughed uncontrollably while she tried to get away from me.

      Ten pairs of eyes turned to watch our playful exchange. Among those were Mitchell and Ellen. Ellen smiled as she really seemed to be happy Elizabeth had someone on her arm this weekend. Her son though? His face was somewhat unsure of what was going on. I understood it though. Elizabeth was his mother. From what I could tell, he wasn’t used to seeing her with a man. 

      “I think that was quite an entrance,” she muttered. 

      I leaned down close to her ear. “Come on. Let’s get you some wine before we head off to the next stop.” I wasn’t going to drink today so I could drive Elizabeth around. I wanted her not to worry about enjoying herself.

      The rest of the day flew by. Other than the one run-in with Hank, Elizabeth seemed to enjoy herself. “I think I need a nap,” she slurred as she laid her head against the headrest in my Escalade. 

      That was the last thing I heard before the snoring.
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      Elizabeth

      “So tell me more about Caleb,” Ellen asked as we waited for the seamstress to finish one last alteration on my dress for tomorrow.

      “Well, we met at a club in Vegas one night and hit it off. We’re really just good friends, Ellen. There isn’t anything long-term between us,” I admitted. 

      “It looked pretty intimate between you two yesterday, not to mention at the dinner party the other night.” 

      I felt the blush over my whole body. I was sure Ellen could see it on my face. “Really, we’re just having fun. He was nice enough to hang out with me for this weekend.” 

      My soon-to-be daughter-in-law arched her eyebrow at me. I knew she wouldn’t buy that line the second it came out. “Did you not notice the way he looked at you? Everyone noticed how much he smiled at everything you said or did. And just so you’re aware, you had the same look too. I think you should take a chance and see where this goes with Caleb.” 

      Before I answered, the seamstress brought my dress out for me to try on one last time. I thought the dress was too flashy for the ceremony, but Ellen insisted I wear it. She said it made me look like royalty.

      “It’s so beautiful on you, Elizabeth. Caleb is going to want you all to himself when he sees you in it.” 

      I smiled to myself at that thought but I never admitted I had hoped she was right. 

      An hour later, I placed my dress in my closet and texted Hunter as he requested. We weren’t seeing each other until the rehearsal tonight. He said he had some things he needed to take care of. I was okay with it since he was doing this last minute.

      
        
        Me: I’m back from the dress shop.

      

        

      
        Hunter: I bet you looked gorgeous. I can’t wait to see you later.

      

      

      I knew I was paying for his companionship this weekend but it was times like this I didn’t know how to take him. He didn’t have to say nice things. He could just pretend to be interested in me in front of others. So why did my heart hope he meant what he said and couldn’t wait to see me later?
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      Hunter

      My sister Samantha lived an hour north of Napa so whenever I was in town, I went to see her. She was my best friend and confidant. Not that I didn’t like my coworkers, I did but my sister knew me before I opted into this line of business. 

      I pulled up in front of Sam’s house but before I could make my way to the door, my six-year-old niece Charlotte made her way down the driveway.

      “Uncle Hunter,” she yelled as she jumped into my arms. 

      “Hi sweetie. I’ve missed you.”

      “Mommy and I missed you too. Can’t you live here with us?”

      I chuckled because every time I come to visit, Charlotte asked me the same question. “Maybe someday when I retire.” I gave her a quick kiss on the top of her head. 

      “Bout time you made it up to see us. You’ve been in Napa for almost a week now,” Sam admonished me.

      I grabbed the glass of lemonade she handed me and sat at her table. “I’m actually working this week, if you can believe it.” 

      Sam never judged me for what I did, although she wished I’d find another line of work so I could find the love of my life and get married. I’ve told her I didn’t think it was in the cards for me. Once a woman found out I was an escort, chances were slim she’d think I was relationship material. I’ve seen it happen all too often with my past coworkers. 

      “I thought you were in Napa for vacation. Charlotte and I were hoping to spend the remaining week with you.” 

      I explained the series of events that led to my working instead of vacationing this week. “I’m able to extend my vacation so I can come up for a few days next week.” 

      Charlotte jumped up and down on her toes. “Yes! Can we go to the zoo when you come back, Uncle Hunter?”

      “Of course. We go every time I come,” I laughed. 

      “Honey, why don’t you go finish your movie so I can talk to Uncle Hunter for a minute.”

      I knew this was coming. My sister is older than I am and has been a mother hen ever since we lost our parents, our mom to cancer and our dad to a stroke, years ago. 

      The long, dramatic sigh that emanated from my niece made me chuckle. “Alright but don’t leave before I show you my new bicycle.”

      I ruffled Charlotte’s blonde curly hair. “I promise!”

      Charlotte hopped into the living room and turned on her movie. My sister didn’t waste any time as she jumped right to the point.

      “Have you decided when you’re changing jobs?” she asked, careful not to mention the nature of my job in front of my niece. Yeah, maybe part of me wants Charlotte to be proud of her uncle Hunter. I’ve made a shit ton of money but I wasn’t sure now was the right time to get out. 

      “Not yet. Once I do though, it’ll be full speed ahead with my plan to sell real estate.”

      I earned my realtor license years ago but it had since expired once I found out just how much more money I made working for Dustin. 

      “You’re not getting any younger, you know.” She smirked.

      “Hey.” I motioned to myself. “I’ll have you know, the ladies still love my company.”

      My sister burst out in laughter. She never saw what all the fuss was about.
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      Elizabeth

      Hunter was on his way over to pick me up for the rehearsal. For some reason, I was really nervous to see him tonight. I glanced at myself in the full-length mirror behind my door. My mint green chiffon dress came to just below the knee. It was whimsical with a flouncy skirt and pockets. I thought it was too young for me but once again, Ellen picked it out so I couldn’t say no.

      The hairdresser for tomorrow did mine for tonight’s rehearsal and dinner. She softened my blonde hair with some lowlights. The curls she was able to create left me speechless. My normally straight hair was not laying softly across my shoulders. 

      I didn’t put on a lot of makeup instead I opted for a more natural look. I was caught up in how I looked because I didn’t hear the door to my room open. I jumped when Hunter came into view. 

      “Oh my god, you scared me.” I laughed with my hand on my heart.

      “I guess I have a habit of doing that where you’re concerned.”

      My eyes met his in the mirror. He was the sexiest man I’d ever seen. His tailored suit fit his muscular body like a glove. I could see the way his pants hugged his thighs and it made my body hum.

      “You look so fucking sexy, Elizabeth,” Hunter said as he stared at me in the mirror.

      I bit my bottom lip, not sure of what to say. I was never one to receive many compliments. 

      Hunter closed in, and my breath hitched in anticipation. His hands rested on my shoulders for a moment before they moved slowly down my arms. I leaned back against his chest. His hands slid down to my waist as his lips found my neck. Just the slightest touch of them sent me into a shiver. 

      “I love how responsive you are to my touch,” he whispered.

      For some reason, I felt the boldest I had in a long time right at that moment. “What would you do to me if we didn’t have something to do tonight?” I asked. For once, I wasn’t embarrassed.

      Hunter gave me a sexy smirk as he turned me to face him. “Well, for starters, I’d start kissing you here.” He placed a soft kiss on my forehead. “Then I’d kiss you here.” He took my lips against his. Hunter’s hands moved to my backside. He squeezed as his mouth took control of mine. Our tongues danced and I moaned into him.

      Hunter slipped his hands into the side of my satin panties and slid them over. My legs nearly gave out as I moaned his name. He smiled against my lips. “I know you’re ready for me, aren’t you, Elizabeth?” he asked as he rubbed his finger against my wetness.

      “Yes, god yes!” 

      Hunter slid his finger inside me, his lips never leaving mine. He backed me up against the wall. “Spread your legs wider for me, sweetheart.” 

      I willed my legs to move. I don’t know how they did but once my stance widened, Hunter kneeled down in front of me. “Hold on to my shoulders, Elizabeth. This is going to be quick.” 

      He flipped the skirt of my dress over his head as he kissed the inside of my thigh before making his way over to my clit. He licked and sucked gently at first. But when I pushed his head closer, he slid a finger inside me and picked up the pace. 

      It was too much pleasure at once if there was ever such a thing. I gripped his shoulders tightly as Hunter pushed me over the edge. 

      My breath was labored as Hunter smirked. “I’ll be thinking about that all night tonight.” 

      I giggled at the thought. “I’m not sure we should’ve done that right before we head out to church. What if someone can tell what we just did?”

      He kissed my forehead as I smoothed out my dress. “Every man who looks at us will be jealous of me. And so what if people know? You’re an adult, Elizabeth, and adults do things like that.”

      “I don’t. At least not in a long time.”

      “Well, sweetheart, that’s a shame. Hopefully after this weekend, a new chapter will open for you.”

      My eyes snapped to his. Did he mean a new chapter with him? My mind raced with the possibility. But a sudden reality check slapped me in the face when I remembered I’m paying for this attention.
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      Hunter

      I watched as Elizabeth made her way up the aisle to where she’ll be sitting tomorrow for the ceremony. It was a little strange because she expected me to sit with her, Hank, and Ava. It was a topic we stilled need to discuss. 

      No matter where I sat, I was proud to have such a beautiful woman on my arm. Thankfully, the ceremony was quick. It wasn’t as if I hated weddings, but watching how nervous Elizabeth was around her ex made me feel bad. I wanted it to be over for her… but not us.

      I mentally chastised myself for picturing the two of us in some sort of relationship once I got out of the business. She knew what I did for a living. Why would she want to date someone whose job it was to seduce women? It wasn’t as if I hadn’t thought about the ramifications of whether or not I could ever have a normal relationship once I stepped away from The Service, but it wasn’t ever enough to pull the trigger. 

      That was why I needed this time away from Vegas and the lifestyle. My head wasn’t clear as to when I should retire. But after being with Elizabeth this weekend, well, she made me want a normal life. Perhaps now was the time. She could be the catalyst I needed to make the leap. Question was, did she want to take the leap with me?
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      Elizabeth

      Thankfully, the wedding went off without a hitch. Hank left me alone, probably because Hunter was glued to my side except for when I had to do pictures with the family. I didn’t even screw up by calling him by his real name. That was a worry for me.

      Hunter and I danced almost all night. It was heaven being in those strong arms. I don’t think I had ever felt safer than I did last night. Although we didn’t have sex, I was a little too tipsy, we shared some intimate moments. Hunter undressed me and carried me to bed where he kissed and held me until I fell asleep.

      This morning, Hunter went out for a run before we had to attend the farewell brunch for our out-of-town guests. I reflected on the whole weekend while he was gone. I called Viola and shared just how many looks Hunter and I got, especially from the younger women. They couldn’t take their eyes off of him and once in a while would shoot me a dirty look. I just chuckled to myself. If they only knew, they could have an experience like this with him too.

      And that was where I shot my day to shit. I tried not to get close to him, but he made it so damn easy to think this was something more than a business arrangement. But before I could get to down about it, Hunter returned all showered and ready to go.

      We drove to the café where the brunch was held. There were only thirty or so people, so it was a fraction of the guest list. I made my way around the room, thanking the out-of-town guests for coming. 

      When brunch was nearly over, I scanned the room for Hunter. He was talking with Ellen. It seemed so natural on one hand to see him mixed in with my family. On the other hand, I couldn’t forget that tomorrow he probably had a date with another woman.

      The thought of that made my stomach ache. I pushed it to the back of my mind knowing I would have to deal with it later. I returned to our table to finish my mimosa when I heard a phone buzz. It was Hunter’s phone. I made the mistake of glancing down at it and noticed a text message popped up on his screen. 

      It was from a woman named Samantha. Oh god. I swallowed the lump in my throat as I read the message.

      
        
        Call me when you’re done with your date. Charlotte and I miss and love you. Can’t wait to spend the rest of the week with you.

      

      

      I knew I shouldn’t have read it. I also knew it shouldn’t matter. My time with Hunter was over. So why did it anger me? 

      I was so deep in my own misery, I didn’t notice Hunter arrive back at our table. 

      “Ellen asked if you could meet her out front to say goodbye to her parents.”

      “Oh, of course,” I offered a weak smile before I joined Ellen and my new in-laws. Before I headed out the door, I glanced back at Hunter, who read his message. He smiled as he typed his response. With every movement of his fingers, my heart broke.
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      Hunter

      Samantha’s text brightened up what I knew was going to be a shitty day. While I grew close to Elizabeth over the last few days, the inevitableness of real life waited for me. Usually on a multi-day date I grew tired and just wanted it to end. But not with Elizabeth. Her innocence and sweetness made me want to continue just as if this were a normal relationship. Even though it was anything but.

      I texted Samantha back that I was excited to spend some time with her and my niece because I was. My sister’s unending support for my lifestyle was something I never forgot. But to be honest, she was right about it being time to move on. 

      Elizabeth made her way back over to me. Gone was the smile that had been there all weekend. 

      “Well, I guess it’s almost time.” Elizabeth clapped her hands together. 

      Her tone shocked me. It was one like she couldn’t wait to get rid of me. Perhaps for the first time, I let myself think with my heart when it was all business for her. I shouldn’t be mad, really. What did I expect from her? This was different for me. Usually I was the one who had to shake a woman loose. It wasn’t me who got attached or thought perhaps something could happen after our date ended. 

      Now I knew how it felt and I didn’t like it. But I guess this is how it was supposed to end.

      “Yeah, I guess I better get going. I had a great time these last few days. I hope Hank leaves you alone from here on out, Elizabeth, because you deserve to be happy.” I leaned down and kissed her. When I did, I felt her stiffen. That was my answer. She was done with me and our arrangement. I should be happy about it but I wasn’t.

      “Thanks for helping me out this weekend, Hunter. I don’t know the protocol here. Do I tip you or something for your acting?” She reached into her purse.

      “Fuck no,” I growled as I pulled her hand from the bag. 

      “Okay then. I guess that’s it then.”

      This wasn’t the way I saw things ending between us. In fact, I didn’t want things to end at all but I didn’t say anything. Instead, I just nodded before I headed out the door and out of Elizabeth’s life.
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      Elizabeth

      Mitchell’s wedding was a month ago. I’ve been a miserable person since I left Napa. Not only had my workload backed up but I hadn’t seen or heard from Hunter since. Viola wanted me to reach out to him but the way we left things was not good. I didn’t exactly fill her in on the text message I saw on his phone. 

      I chided myself for even thinking someone in his profession could be monogamous. He was an escort after all. So why did it seem like this Samantha woman was far too familiar with Hunter? If he were my boyfriend, there’d be no way I’d let him take other women to bed. I was grateful I never went all the way with him. It was bad enough his fingers and tongue were inside me. So why did I miss him so much?

      “Elizabeth! There someone here to see you,” Kenny yelled from the front lobby cutting my lunch break short.

      At first I wondered if it was Hunter but he doesn’t know where I worked. After I crumpled up my lunch bag and threw the remnants into the overflowing garbage can, I headed out to see who was here.

      Joe, Viola’s cousin and our Third Musketeer, looked out the window as he waited for me. 

      “Hey Joe.”

      Joe was a handsome man. With a touch of silver in his beard and around his temples made him even more attractive. Viola had always said Joe and I should get together because neither of us had good luck with the opposite sex. But Joe and I laughed about it. We considered each other more like brother and sister than anything. 

      Because Joe was a cardiac surgeon, some women saw the hefty paycheck. But when they realized Joe was married to his job, they eventually moved on. I don’t think Joe was ever really sad about it. 

      “There she is.” He smiled after he kissed my cheek. I leaned against the counter as he took a seat across from me.

      “No surgeries today?”

      “I’m off for the next three days unless I get an emergency call. The hospital hired two new surgeons, anticipating my retirement in August. How was Mitchell’s wedding?”

      I gave Joe the rundown, leaving out any details that concerned Hunter. It didn’t seem as though Viola mentioned him to Joe because he never asked about my date for the weekend.

      “I have to get going but I wondered if you wanted to meet Viola and me at Josiah’s for dinner tonight? We’ll be there around seven if you want us to add to our reservation.”

      I loved Josiah’s. They had the best crab cakes in town and since I didn’t finish my lunch, I knew I’d be starving later. “That sounds good. I’ll just go home and change. I’ll meet you both there.”

      Three hours and another shower later, I made my way to the restaurant. I called for a car so I could enjoy a few drinks. Halfway there, I got a text from Viola that said she couldn’t make it because she had to work over at the law office.

      While I was sad not to see her, Joe and I have had fun on occasion without Viola. 
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      Hunter

      “Christ, you’ve been a dick since you’ve been back,” Dustin grumbled when I walked into his office. 

      I took the chair across from his desk. “If you weren’t my boss, I’d tell you to fuck off.”

      Dustin laughed but I didn’t return it. He was right. The last month has been hell but I hoped my demeanor would change after I saw my sister tonight. Samantha was in town for a conference, so I managed to swing dinner reservations for us. 

      “You know I have a list of women wanting dates with you. When are you going to get back out there and earn us both some money?”

      I haven’t told Dustin that I received my new realtor license. “I’m considering getting out. This lifestyle was great when I was in my twenties. But if I want to settle down someday, I need to make a break.”

      Dustin swiveled in his chair as he stared at me for a moment. “When?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      Two hours later, my decision still weighed heavy on my mind as I arrived at the hotel to pick up my sister. She waited in the lobby for me and met me outside after I called to let her know I was close by.

      “Hey brother.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

      “Jesus Sammie. Is that dress cut low enough?”

      My sister wore a black dress that hugged her body a little too much. 

      “You’re kidding, right?” she asked as she slammed the car door shut. “This is the first time I’ve been out without my daughter in over a year. Maybe I’ll meet some young hottie to make this trip enjoyable.”

      My hand went up as if I begged her to spare me any details. “Well, I don’t think going out with me will help you in that respect. I’ll certainly scare off any possible dickheads who want to get to know you while you’re here.” I gave her my stern face which only made her laugh.

      “Like I have time for a man anyway. But I do have good news out of this little trip so far.”

      “Other than seeing me?”

      “Of course seeing you is the highlight of my day. But Hunter, I was offered a promotion today. The hotel chain I work for is opening one here in Vegas. They want me to come and train their new staff this summer. Can you believe it?”

      “Wow, that’s great. And of course I can believe it. You’re the best concierge out there. It’ll be nice to have you here for a while. What about Charlotte?” 

      “Oh my gosh. That’s the best part. Charlie and I can live in the hotel while I’m working. They told me there are tons of summer day camps available for her while I’m working.”

      I turned off the Strip and made my way to Josiah’s. 

      “You’re quiet, Hunter. Do you think it’s a bad idea?”

      “No, I just wonder why you didn’t want to stay with me? I have room for you and Charlotte. I can help out when I’m not working.” I threw the car in park. “Wait, I know why you don’t want to stay with me. You shouldn’t have to say it. I guess I don’t want to hear you don’t want Charlotte around me because of my job.”

      The valet driver walked up but Samantha asked for a minute.

      My sister turned to face me with a fire in her eyes I’d only seen a few times. “I cannot believe you just said that to me. When have I ever kept your niece from you? I don’t give a crap about you being an escort, Hunter, other than the fact, I think you’re lonely because of it. I would’ve asked you if we could stay with you if my company didn’t offer up a suite for the summer. But that doesn’t mean you can’t take Charlotte overnight when you want. Or take her for the day instead of her going to camp. It’ll only be for six weeks. So if you’re done trying to get me to make you feel shitty about your job I’d like to go eat. I’m starving.”

      I laughed at her honesty. “Yeah, I’m hungry too. Let’s go.”

      The hostess greeted us before we made our way to a table next to the fireplace. It was glowing blue and orange flames that warmed the room. 

      “So what’s good here?” 

      “I love steak but if you want something lighter, the shrimp florentine is excellent too.”

      Samantha looked over the menu while I ordered us a bottle of wine. I already planned to order the porterhouse, so I didn’t bother to look at mine. 

      “I think I’ll get the caesar salad with salmon. I had shrimp yesterday.” She handed the waiter her menu.

      “I’m really excited you and Charlotte will be staying in Vegas for most of the summer, Sam. Have you told her yet?”

      Samantha shook her head no as she put her glass of wine down. “No, and I’m not sure how to break it to her. I know she’ll love coming here and seeing you but I’ll be taking her away from her friends.”

      The waiter interrupted with a plate of warm bread with dipping oil. He also stood way too close to my sister for my liking. I cleared my throat and alerted him to the fact that I watched him ogle my sister in an un-pure manner. He left without saying a word.

      “What was that, Hunter? Could you be any more obvious with your disgust at the waiter?”

      “I didn’t like the way he looked at you, okay?”

      “You’ve got room to talk, you know. There’s a woman across the room who’s been giving me the stink eye ever since we sat down. I assume she’s one of your satisfied customers?” My sister arched her eyebrow.

      It isn’t too often where I run into one of my clients while on a date with another although it has happened. When I looked over my shoulder to see who was glaring at my sister, I was shocked to see Elizabeth sitting three tables over from us. She was on a fucking date with some old man.

      “Am I right?” Samantha laughed.

      “You know I can’t divulge who my clients are.”

      “Oh you don’t need to confirm it with your words, brother. The look on both of your faces says it all.”

      I glared at my sister now. “What do you mean? I don’t care if Elizabeth is out with some douche.”

      Samantha threw her head back in a fit of laughter. “Oh, Hunter. You really liked her. She’s very pretty. Why don’t you go over and say hello?”

       I ran my hand over my face. “I don’t want to interrupt whatever she has going on there,” I lied.

      My sister knew it too. “Well, she just got up and is walking toward the bathroom. Why don’t you go talk to her when she comes out? Her date won’t know. I’ll call and check on Charlotte while you’re gone. Now go.” She motioned with her hand.

      “Thanks.” I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek as I made my way to the restrooms. I glanced at the guy who she was sitting with. Anger and jealousy coursed through my body. 

      The hallway that led to the restroom area was as dimly lit as the other parts of the restaurant. I didn’t see Elizabeth so I waited outside the ladies’ room and hoped to catch her before she headed back to her table.

      A minute later the door to the restroom opened but it wasn’t her. I was able to get a peek inside and saw Elizabeth at the sink. She looked like she wiped tears from her eyes.

      “Excuse me.” I stepped in front of the woman who just came out. “Can you tell me if there are any other women in the restroom besides the one at the sink.”

      Of course, she gave me a curious look but once I flashed her a smile she answered. “No, just her, and you must’ve really screwed up because she seemed pretty upset.”

      “Thanks,” I replied before I entered the woman’s bathroom. It wasn’t the first time I had been in one.

      “Elizabeth,” I whispered but it still made her jump.

      She quickly wiped her tear-stained face. “What are you doing, Hunter? You can’t be in here.”

      I ignored both her question and comment as I moved closer to her. I stood behind her and looked directly into the mirror and into her eyes. “Why haven’t you called me? And who is that old guy you’re with?” 

      “Are you kidding me?” She laughed as she spun around to face me. She stuck her finger square in my chest. “You’ve got a lot of nerve questioning me about who I’m here with.” Elizabeth started to walk past me but I grabbed her around her waist.

      “You’re not going anywhere until you tell me what changed for you at the brunch in Napa. I thought you and I had a great weekend,” I growled in her ear.

      “Fine, you want to know. I’ll tell you. When you got up to say your goodbyes to Ellen, you left your phone at the table. You got a text message that showed up on your screen. I read it.”

      I didn’t remember what text message she was talking about. I knew I didn’t talk to any other clients that weekend. In fact, I’ve all but ignored any I’ve received since coming back to Vegas. 

      “This is ridiculous, Hunter. It doesn’t matter anyway. Please let me go back to my dinner and you can go back to yours.”

      “Tell me what the text message said, Elizabeth.”

      She looked down at her red high heels, so I tipped her chin up. If she was pissed at me for a text message, she better tell me why. I watched as she swallowed hard before filling me in on what had her so mad. 

      “It was a text from some woman named Samantha. She said she and Charlotte couldn’t wait for your weekend obligations to be over so you could come back. She said Charlotte wanted you to spend the night so you could play. I knew I didn’t have a right to be mad, Hunter. You have sex with other women. It’s your job. But I just can’t be a part of that. Now please let me go.”

      I was so shocked at what she said, I let go of her arm. She moved past me before I could realize what had happened. She thought Samantha was one of my clients. Did she think Charlotte was too? Did she think I was going to head out of town for a threesome once brunch was over? And why was she mad about it? Was she jealous?

      “Excuse me, sir,” a female voice brought me out of my trance. 

      “Oh shit. Sorry.” I headed out of the women’s restroom, not quite sure how I wanted to handle this bit of information. After all, she didn’t tell me who it was she was having dinner with so I decided to have some fun with her.

      I made my way back to the dining room. As I approached Elizabeth’s table, her eyes went wide when she noticed me. I sauntered up with my hands in my suit pockets, as my sister watched and smirked from our table.

      “Elizabeth, aren’t you going to introduce me to your date?” I smirk at her obvious discomfort. I was being a dick. Had she only asked me about the text message, I would’ve told her about Sam.

      “Hunter,” she growled as her date watched the exchange.

      I stuck my hand out to her date, ignoring her plea. Perhaps I was a little more than pissed than I thought. 

      “I’m a friend of Elizabeth’s. The name is Hunter.”

      He eventually shook my hand but not before he silently checked with her to make sure it was okay.

      “Joe,” he said.

      “Well, Joe, I hope you two have a nice dinner. I better head back to dinner with my sister, Samantha. Oh, it looks like she just got off the phone with my niece, Charlotte, so perfect timing, I guess.” I winked at Elizabeth as her jaw dropped.

      After I dropped my sister off back at her hotel, I texted Elizabeth just to see if she’d respond. 

      
        
        Me: Are you still on your date?

      

      

      Ten minutes went by before Elizabeth responded.

      
        
        Elizabeth: No and it wasn’t a date. He’s Viola’s cousin and just a friend. I’m sorry about being a jerk about your sister and your niece. I didn’t know.

      

      

      Instead of texting for the rest of this conversation, I called her. She picked up on the first ring.

      “Where are you right now?” I asked without even saying hello.

      “My house,” she whispered.

      I knew I couldn’t let this opportunity pass. “Text me your address. I’m on my way.”
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      Elizabeth 

      At first I didn’t hear the knocking. It came softly, like the tap of a tree branch on a windowpane.

      Once I realized, I shoved out of the armchair I’d been holed up in, fretting about what happened at dinner, and opened the door.

      Hunter stood on the other side, his posture perfect, his smile easy. My mind blanked just looking at him.

      Then I shook myself out of it. “Please, come in. Sorry, I was thinking too hard there.”

      “Never a bad thing,” he said, stepping over the threshold.  

      Giving myself a moment, I took my time to shut and lock the door. Bravado was fine at the restaurant, but now, with him in my home, I wasn’t sure I had the guts to ask for what I wanted.

      When I turned around to face him again, I smiled. “Please, come inside. Do you want a drink? Wine? Water?”

      Hunter scanned my living room, curiosity lighting his eyes as he surveyed the space. “No, I’m okay, thank you.”

      After he finished looking around my space, Hunter unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat on the couch opposite the chair I had been huddled up in. 

      I resumed my seat and tucked my bare feet up on the chair. My red high heels lay discarded on the floor by the footstool.

      “We should talk,” he said, his eyes landed on me.

      Oh. Heat slowly crawled up my neck. After dinner, I’d sat here thinking about what he said, Samantha was his sister and Charlotte was his niece. Which somehow made things worse because not only had I read his text messages, but I’d made assumptions about him based on those text messages and walked out.

      “I think I need to apologize,” I offered.

      The lines around his eyes crinkled slightly as he gave me a soft smile. “For what, darlin’?”

      I cleared my throat as more heat washed up my neck. “I saw that text message and I reacted. I shouldn’t have read them, and then furthermore, I shouldn’t have made assumptions about you based on it. I’m sorry.”

      He leaned forward to brace his elbows on his knees. “Did you want to run, Elizabeth? Were you looking for an excuse after what happened between us? Deep down, you know I’m not like your ex.”

      “I do know you aren’t like him at all. I didn’t think you were, even if you had been running off to have a threesome or something.”

      The soft huff of his laugh made me look up at him now. His eyes sparkled in the lamplight. “I promise you; my threesome days have long passed. Besides, there is only one woman I’m interested in right now.”

      I shouldn’t be reacting so hard at the low seduction in his voice. It wasn’t as if he was doing it on purpose. Hunter seemed to have a way that drew me in.

      He cleared his throat. “Now that we got that out of the way. Maybe a glass of wine?”

      I nodded and launched out of the chair, grateful for a task to do, anything to distract me from the heat already building in my body.

      There was a bottle of red already open on the counter. When I returned, I opened it, thinking I’d need it to sort through my emotions tonight. I quickly poured two glasses and returned to the living room. He sat right where I left him, looking way too comfortable in my home.

      When I passed a glass to him, our fingers brushed, shooting sparks through me. 

      “Thank you,” he said, settling back on the couch again.

      I took the armchair and tucked my legs under. Now that I’d gotten my apology out of the way I wasn’t sure what to say to him, so I sipped my wine and watched him over the rim of the glass.

      “Why do you look so nervous?” he asked, his wine perched on his thigh.

      With a long sigh, I settled my shoulders away from my ears. “I don’t know, I guess I didn’t expect to see you again. I’d resigned myself to the choice I made and thought I’d moved on.”

      “But?”

      I waved at him. “But you’re sitting here on my couch and I am definitely not resigned now.”

      When he licked his lips, I stared, watching his tongue track over his bottom lip then drag it between his teeth. “You don’t need to be nervous. I thought we got past that. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to see you, to spend time with you.”

      “Is that all you want from me?”

      His eyes narrowed as he leaned forward. “Is it all you want from me?”

      All month I’d been asking myself the same question. Why did it hurt so much when I cut him out of my life? Why did it matter when I’d only been a transaction to him?

      But that couldn’t be right, not with him sitting on my couch, drinking my wine, questioning me about my wants and needs.

      “What do you want, Elizabeth?” he demanded.

      I settled the wine glass on the table beside the chair and shifted so I could face him fully. Could I get the words out? It took me several seconds, and he watched me the entire time, infinitely patient, as always. “I want you.”

      His smile was worth all the internal juggling. He placed his own glass on the end table, stood, and closed the distance between the separate pieces of furniture. “You only have to ask for what you want, and I’ll give you anything.”

      I swallowed thickly, words bouncing around in my head as I stared at him, so close now. “Anything?”

      He captured my hands in his. “Tell me what you want? It’s so sexy. Tell me and I’ll make it happen.”

      All the years giving in to what everyone else wanted from me. Of all the time I spent looking down on myself every time my ex raised his voice to me. None of it mattered, not with Hunter kneeling on my carpet telling me I was sexy.

      It gave me the courage to be honest with him. “I want you on your knees, between my legs.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath and then his lips spread in a sensual grin. “Well, darlin’, I’m already down here, let me see what I can do for you.”

      Every time he called me that, it made me melt even more on the inside.

      Carefully, he shoved off the chair to stand and come around to the front. Then he gently nudged the footstool aside so he could take its place. “Hope you don’t mind me doing a little rearranging.”

      Words weren’t coming out, so I just shook my head.

      He stood there, towering over me, staring down, and slowly stripped his suit jacket off. His tie came next, and finally, he rolled up his sleeves and toed off his shoes. All I could do was watch as he revealed more and more of his skin to me.

      When he finally kneeled on the carpet again, I stiffened, waiting to see what he would do next.

      “Easy, Elizabeth. I’m just going to pull you forward to give us both a better angle.”

      I nodded slowly, knowing my eyes were blown wide, my hands shaking on the arms of the chair.

      Gently, he gripped my hips over my black dress and eased me forward until I lined up with the edge of the cushion. Then, meeting my eyes, he slowly pushed my dress up so he could get a grip on my black panties and peel them down my legs.

      Now naked from the waist down, I didn’t have it in me to be embarrassed. Every part of my body was attuned to his next move, his next breath.

      He didn’t take his eyes off me until he placed my thighs, one at a time over his shoulders.

      My heartbeat in time with my arousal, tightening along my nerves, tingling down into my toes and fingers. 

      When his breath fanned over my already wet flesh, I arched into him. Encouraging and begging at the same time.

      He took his time about it, gently parting me with his long, elegant fingers and then slowly licking me from my opening to my clit.

      A sigh shuddered out of me and my upper body sank back in the chair. At the strange angle, only my neck and head were supported by the cushions. But it didn’t matter, none of it mattered when I needed so much more of him.
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      Hunter 

      There’s nothing sexier than a woman asking for what she wants. And when Elizabeth says she wants me, I’d move Heaven and Earth to make it happen for her.

      On my knees, in my suit, I didn’t care, not when her thighs were squeezing around my ears and every noise from her body shot straight to my cock, hardening him painfully against my fly.

      I lapped at her gently, building her pleasure a little at a time, I wanted this to last, to spend all night here if that’s what it took to make her trust me, finally make her mine.

      “Please?” she begged from above. 

      I lifted my face, glanced up over her bunched dress to meet her eyes. “What do you need? Tell me.”

      She held her arms down to me. “You, please. I want you inside me.”

      A smile bloomed across my face. “I was only getting started.”

      She thrashed her face from side to side. “No, I want you, now. Did you bring a condom?”

      Shit. I hadn’t. “No, sorry.”

      Her soft curse made me chuckle as I shifted to sit on the floor. “Contrary to what you may believe, I didn’t come here to have sex with you, Elizabeth. I came here to clear things up between us. To talk.”

      She blinked and shoved off the chair, her dress falling back down around her knees. Her hand intertwined with mine before I could even process her standing over me. “Let’s go. I have some upstairs.”

      She tugged me up the stairs and into her bedroom. But she didn’t give me time to look around and study her space. Instead, she shoved me onto the bed with a firm hand against my abs then dug through a dresser drawer to unearth a condom. 

      When she turned around again, she seemed to lose some of her courage.

      “Don’t shut down on me now,” I told her, tugging her hips forward. 

      Hesitantly, she placed her hands on my shoulders and stared down at me. “I’m not. I can’t believe you’re here, in my bed.”

      “Come here,” I said, pulling her face to mine. Her lips tasted of red wine and the waxy lip balm she must have applied before I arrived.

      Like the last time, she fell into the kiss, winding her hands around the back of my neck and pressing her body down into mine. With one hand on her cheek and the other on her waist, I held and guided her to straddle my lap, her knees on either side of my hips. All without breaking away from her lips.

      When her tongue demanded entry into my mouth, I opened to her, letting her take control of the tempo, letting her demanding fingers drive my arousal higher.

      She rocked into me, making me groan out loud. As I broke the kiss, I scooped my hands under her ass and lifted her against me, giving her a better seat.

      “Let me undress you,” she said, her lips brushing mine as she spoke.

      I nodded and she immediately attacked my buttons. Tearing them through the holes until she could drag my shirttails from my suit pants. Afterward, she stripped my belt off and opened my fly.

      When there were no more articles of clothing to move unless she climbed off, I cupped her ass again and swung her around to lay her flat on the bed. A sharp laugh burst out of her, and I couldn’t help but answer with a smile. 

      “You take off that dress and let me finish this.”

      She quickly wiggled out of her dress and tossed it on the floor while I shucked my pants and socks. 

      “Bra too,” I ordered. Watching her carefully to capture the moment she revealed her breasts to me.

      She met my eyes as she tossed the scrap of lace to the floor beside her dress. “Please.”

      I wouldn’t force her to ask me twice. Carefully, I climbed up between her thighs, braced my arms along her shoulders, and leaned down to take her mouth again.

      This time she clutched my biceps, drawing me into her warmth, using her legs to anchor herself around mine.

      When I eased my weight down, my cock met her bare core causing us both to suck in a breath.

      “Underwear off too,” she demanded. “I’m naked here. It’s only fair.”

      At lightning speed, I stripped my black boxer briefs off, moved the condom closer to our reach, and then pressed my bare skin to her.

      She was already slick and hot and ready for me.

      “You feel good,” I whispered against her lips. “I want to taste you some more.”

      Frantically, she shook her head. “No, I want you inside me. Now.”

      “So demanding,” I joked, causing her to swat at my chest. “Don’t worry. It turns me on when you tell me what you want me to do to you.”

       Blindly, she cast her hand out on the coverlet to feel around for the condom. While I stabilized myself, she slid it on and then stared up at me, waiting.

      “Don’t worry, darlin’. I won’t make you wait any longer. I can’t wait to feel you around me.”

      She sucked in a breath, staring up at me. Again, I couldn’t help but smile down at her. Every look from her felt like a silken caress down my length. I hadn’t even slid inside her yet and I was close to coming. In my line of work—my old line of work—the lack of control wasn’t an asset. Not that I slept with many of my clients, most of the time they wanted to talk, they wanted the attention of a handsome man, time spent with someone listening to them speak for once.

      Elizabeth stared up at me, trust shining in her eyes, and I leaned in to kiss her gently, drawing her bottom lip between my teeth until she squeaked out a noise. 

      Then slowly, so very slowly, I slid inside her body. Her pussy gripped me tightly, a feeling that made me want to slam into her, seek the release looming on the horizon.

      Her shaking exhale warmed my cheek as I lowered my arms to press into her more. Align our chests so I could feel every sharp little gasp she released as I moved.

      “You feel so good,” I told her again. “So wet for me.”

      Her whimper vibrated through me as she lifted her hips to urge me on.

      “Someone’s being impatient,” I whispered in her ear, and then nipped her lobe in warning.

      But she wasn’t patient enough to heed that warning. Instead, she arched her hips into me and spun me around so she could straddle me.

      “So impatient,” I joked.

      And she was. Not giving me any time to prepare, she sank all the way down onto my length and started a slow, easy rock forward. With a curse, I gripped her hips and helped ease her back and forth.

      Sparks shot across my vision, and I dropped my head back onto the bed to think of anything at all other than the hot clamp of her sheath around me.

      She dug her palms into my chest, curling her nails into my pec. The sting only added to my arousal, amping me higher. With her eyes squeezed shut, she rocked, maintaining a maddening steady rhythm. Oh, but she looked beautiful above me, using me for her pleasure. Taking it.

      When her pace quickened, I gritted my teeth, using all of my control to hold off my own orgasm so she could reach her end first. Her breathing quickening, panting in and out of her in sharp huffs. As she rocked, her seat faltered, dragging her down on me in quicker more shallow strokes.

      I knew I wouldn’t last much longer, so I reached between her thighs to thumb her clit, rolling it around gently as she rocked. She arched forward, dropping her head down, her hair swinging into her face. 

      “Oh,” she whispered.

      Then she came so hard her legs shook around my hips, her body tightening and squeezing me as she rode out her pleasure.

      When she slowed, I gripped her ass hard in my palms and slammed my hips up into her. It only took a couple of strokes for my balls to draw up and then a shower of sparks rolled over me and my release hit me with the force of a sledgehammer.

      I barked out a sharp groan, holding her against me until I could feel my fingers and toes again. Then carefully I relaxed back onto the bed, drawing her body down onto my chest so her breasts lay against me.

      “Come here, I want to feel you,” I said.

      She murmured something I couldn’t make out, her mouth wet against my sternum. It didn’t matter, not while I could feel her pounding heart meeting mine. Not while she fit so perfectly in my embrace. 
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      Elizabeth

      “So what are you going to do?” Viola asked as I fixed her a cup of coffee. That exact question played over and over in my mind since Hunter left my place two days ago. 

      I sat down across the table from Vi. “I don’t know. I’m still reeling from the conversation. He explained just how unhappy he’s been, you know, in his line of work. But a relationship, Vi? With me? What if I can’t keep up with him?”

      Vi quirked her eyebrow. “What do you mean? Like in bed?”

      I peered over my cup as my silent acknowledgment made her burst into laughter. “From what you told me about you and Hunter, I don’t think that’ll be an issue. Look, I get that you’re a little apprehensive given his past, but you knew that going in. If you didn’t think he was worth it, Liz, you wouldn’t have given yourself to him. Don’t you both deserve some happiness and normalcy in your lives?”

      “I guess so. I worry though about what people will think when they see us together, Vi. He’s over ten years younger than I am. What if realizes I’m going to get old and frumpy before he probably gets his first gray hair?”

      Her hand covers mine. “I think you’re overthinking this. You two seem to have a great time together. What could it hurt to give it a try? After all, neither of you liked seeing each other with someone else.”

      That was true for sure. Even though Hunter ended up having dinner with his sister, I didn’t like the way I reacted to seeing him. What we had in Napa was a business arrangement. But the other night? That was all us, no business arrangement. Hunter wanted to see me on his own. Yeah, perhaps it was because he saw me with Joe, but maybe that was just the catalyst we needed to move forward.

      “I do enjoy being with him. He makes me feel good about myself.”

      “In other words, he’s the opposite of Hank. So why are you so apprehensive?”

      I blew out a breath as I leaned back in my kitchen chair. “What if someone finds out about his former line of work?”
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      Hunter

      My phone rang the minute I stepped out of the shower. I glanced at the name. Why the hell is Dustin is calling me now?

      “Hey, what’s up?”

      “Does the name Hank Colworthe mean anything to you?”

      Fuck. “Why?”

      “Because that asshole is here in the lobby demanding to speak to you.”

      “Jesus Christ. Alright. Can you put him in the conference room? I’ll be there in fifteen.”

      What the fuck does he want and how did he find out where I worked? I threw on some shorts and a t-shirt and drove like hell to The Service. My mind reeled the whole four miles there. It took all I had not to want to rip him in half the second I saw him.

      “Do you need me to stay?” Dustin asked.

      “Nah, it’s all good.”

      My former boss closed the door behind him. I watched as Hank smirked as he leaned against the back wall of the conference room. 

      “What the hell are you doing here, Hank?”

      He pushed off the wall and approached me. Now while I’m six foot three, he only stood at my shoulder. 

      “Well, imagine my surprise when I heard who the mother of my son brought to his wedding,” he scoffed. “I should’ve known she didn’t have a boyfriend. It’s so pathetic she had to pay you to go with her. But not surprising, really. She’s always been trash.”

      It was all I needed to hear. I was on Hank before he knew what hit him. In fact, he screamed like a little girl after I threw a punch. I was so lost in my own rage, I didn’t hear Dustin and Micah come in. But I did feel Micah pulling me off Hank.

      “Relax, man. He isn’t worth it,” Micah says in my ear.

      “No, but Elizabeth is,” I growled back. 

      “I’ll fucking sue you and this place,” Hank groans as he holds his nose.

      “Now, now Mr. Colworthe,” Dustin mimicked him. “If you’d like a countersuit from my business, please, by all means, go ahead. While I don’t have the money your family does, I do have an in at the ATF. It’d be a shame if your winery lost its liquor license. After all, Micah and I both saw you swung first. Too bad you missed though. Hunter is a big target.”

       Dustin was lying about who swung first. I was almost sure he was lying about knowing someone at the ATF too. But it didn’t matter because it seemed to do the trick.

      I jerked Micah off my shoulder and approached Hank. “If you say a fucking word about me and Elizabeth to anyone, I’ll fucking bury you where no one will ever look. And don’t think I’m bluffing either, Colworthe. From now on you stay away from Elizabeth. You don’t even glance at her. And so help me, if you ever lay another hand on her, you’ll never use your arm again. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Hank’s demeanor changed in an instant. His eyes went wide and I watched as he swallowed.

      “I don’t know why I even gave this matter a second thought. As far as I’m concerned, you two deserve each other.”

      “Get the fuck out,” Dustin growled as he opened the door.

      Hank stared before exiting the office. 

      Ten minutes later, I’m headed to Elizabeth’s place hoping Hank was on his way back to Napa and didn’t take a little detour. I told Dustin I’d explain later although I wasn’t sure he needed any additional information. He could gather the idea. 

      It wasn’t the first time a disgruntled guy showed up at the office. We tried to stay off the radar as much as possible but sometimes shit gets through. Like today. I wondered just how Hank was able to find out who I was. I just wanted to get him out of there. It wouldn’t take much for him to ask around Napa or Vegas, for that matter. But still, I don’t know how he got my real name.

      As I pulled up to Elizabeth’s, I was relieved her car was the only one in the driveway. I didn’t tell her I was coming. I cringed to myself when I thought about how she was going to take it that Hank knew about our arrangement.

      Before I made it to her door, she opened it.

      “Hunter? What’s going on?”

      “We need to talk. Can I come in?”

      “Of course.” Her face was contorted in confusion.

      I followed her into her kitchen but she wasn’t alone. “Hunter, this is my best friend, Viola. Vi, this is Hunter.”

      Viola offered me her hand. We exchanged pleasantries.

      “Well, I better get going. It was nice to meet you, Hunter. I’ll call you tomorrow, Liz,” Viola added as she headed to the door. 

      “Talk soon.”

      I leaned against her counter. She made her way over to me. “What’s wrong? I can tell it’s not good.”

      “Hank made an appearance at The Service. Dustin called me and I went over there to find out what the hell he was doing.”

      Elizabeth was on the verge of tears as she contemplated what I told her. “Oh my god. This was what I was so worried about. He can’t know about what I did.”

      I wanted to reassure and hoped to God what I was about to tell her was the truth. I pulled her into my arms but her body was as tense as I’d ever felt it. 

      “I don’t think Hank will be telling anyone about you hiring me.”

      She looked up at me with confusion and disbelief. “How do you know that? Did Hank say he wouldn’t?”

      “No, but Dustin and I threatened him with calling the ATF of the winery. I may have also punched him.”

      “You punched Hank? Oh, Hunter.” She hugged me tighter. “Thank you for that, but it’ll probably just piss him off more. He’ll want to sue you.” Her voice was laced with concern for me. 

      I couldn’t believe that right now as I tell her one of her worst fears was coming true, Elizabeth was concerned about me. I kissed the top of her head. “Don’t worry about me, darlin’. I just want you to be okay. And just so you know, I didn’t tell him we were still seeing each other. He didn’t need any extra information.”

      She wiped her eyes and moved to an empty chair at the table. “I think it would be best if I pre-empted any sort of conversation Hank may have with my son. I know you don’t think he will do that after you and Dustin threatening him, but I guess I just want this burden off my shoulders.”

      Her word burden wasn’t directed at me personally, I know that. But it didn’t mean the comment didn’t hurt. Is that what she thought our weekend together was… a burden she’d have to carry? I wondered if and when she’d get over that.
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      Elizabeth

      I didn’t sleep at all last night. My mind replayed the conversation with Hunter over and over again. How could it not? Hank threatened to tell my son I brought an escort to his wedding. That wasn’t bad enough because he didn’t even know Hunter and I still saw each other. 

      Hunter wanted to stay last night but I told him I need to be alone so I could think about how I need to proceed. He looked dejected, and it took everything I had to make him leave. 

      After a quick shower, I headed to work, which of course only made the day worse. Kenny was an asshole, per usual. We were slammed with customers. But at lunch, I called Viola and told her what happened. 

      Of course she was mortified for me but what she said once she stopped cursing Hank made sense. Perhaps I needed to take control of this situation myself. 

      So here I was, about to call Mitchell and Ellen and fess up. Viola made me realize it didn’t matter what anyone thought about my relationship with Hunter except me and Hunter. When she asked if I was falling in love with him, I had my answer. I didn’t want to hide him anymore.

      So I pressed dial. Two rings and my son’s face popped up on my phone.

      “Hey Mom.” 

      “Hi, sweetie. I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      “Nah, just finished up with a meeting with a distributor.”

      “Oh okay. Where’s your dad?” I asked, not that I cared, but I didn’t need him listening in on this.

      “He’s home. Called in sick today. He wasn’t here yesterday either, so I hope he’s alright.”

      I bet he didn’t feel well. From what Hunter told me, Hank’s jaw was already turning black and blue before he left.

      “I’m sure he’s fine, honey. Mitchell, I need to tell you something. I should’ve told you before I’m being made to.”

      Mitchell shifted in his chair. “What is it, Mom? Are you okay?”

      I waved at him. “I’m fine.”

      “Okay, so what is it? You looked worried.”

      “Do you remember Caleb, my date from the wedding?”

      “Yessss?” He drew out the word. 

      I took a deep breath before I continued. “Well, his name isn’t Caleb. It’s Hunter. I, um, I paid for him to be my date that weekend.”

      I watched as my son tried to register what I was telling him. “I don’t understand, Mom.”

      “Mitchell, Hunter is an escort. Well, he was. He isn’t anymore.”

      “I still don’t understand. Why would you bring an escort to my wedding? You didn’t need to have a date for the weekend.”

      “Oh honey. I didn’t want to come to the wedding alone. It wasn’t anything to do with you. I just felt better having someone by my side.”

      Mitchell ran his hand over his forehead. “I’m going to kill him.”

      Now I don’t know why but his comment caught me so off guard, I started to laugh. Perhaps it was all the stress of the last two months, but it was difficult to contain myself.

      “Mom, this isn’t funny. That asshole took advantage of you.”

      That sobered me up quickly enough. “Mitchell Colworthe. Hunter did no such thing. In fact, he made a stressful few days of being around your father bearable. I relaxed with Hunter there. I enjoyed the wedding instead of dealing with my ex and his family. Hunter has been nothing but kind and considerate to me. And to you, I might add.”

      My son blew out a breath. “Why are you telling me this now? I didn’t ever need to know.”

      I explained how his father showed up trying to start trouble. I even told him how he threatened to out me and Hunter. “I wanted you to hear it from me, honey. I guess I wanted to take away any hold your dad had over me.”

      “What a jerk. I’m sorry he did that to you, Mom. Why would he care?”

      “I don’t know. You know things have always been tense between us. Mitchell, there’s something else.”

      “Jesus, now what?”

      “Mitchell, don’t you take that tone.”

      “Sorry. I’m just a little surprised by all this.”

      “I understand, but I want you to understand something. Hunter and I are seeing each other.”

      “What do you mean by seeing each other, Mom? He’s a male prostitute.”

      “He was. I mean, he was a male companion. Hunter is no longer in the business and I’m going to continue to see him. You don’t need to be okay with that. I just wanted to be the one to tell you and not your father.”

      My son is quiet for a minute. “I need some time to process this. You’re a beautiful woman, Mom. You don’t need to be with a guy like Hunter. I’m not saying he isn’t a nice guy. He seems to be that. But I worry about what comes with dating a guy like him. What about all the women from his past?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I hated thinking about those women. 

      “I’m not saying it’ll be easy to just get over what he used to do for a living, but I have to try, Mitchell. I really care about Hunter and he does me.”

      Suddenly a muffled voice from Mitchell’s end interrupts our conversation. 

      “Mom, I have to run. I’ll call you tomorrow so we can talk more, okay?”

      “Okay honey. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      His face disappeared from my screen. It left me with an uneasy feeling. I guess Mitchell reacted the way I expected. I knew he wanted to protect me, but it’s my job to protect him. I just hoped by intercepting Hank, I made the right decision.
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      Hunter

      Elizabeth didn’t answer her phone at all yesterday. I knew she wanted to tell Mitchell about us. I warned her that he probably wouldn’t take it well. I grew tired of waiting to hear from her, so I made my way to the car dealership where she worked. I knew I wasn’t playing it cool, but I didn’t care. I was worried about her and what she was thinking.

      I parked across the street where I could see in the window. Elizabeth was alone at the front desk. As I approached the front door, she looked up. I relaxed the second she smiled at me. I hoped it was a good sign she was agreeable to give this relationship a go. 

      She got up from her desk and opened the door for me. God, it was good to see her. 

      “Hi Hunter. Come on in.” She held the door open for me. 

      I wanted to kiss her right there but since we hadn’t discussed the status of our would-be relationship, I held back.

      “Thanks.” I brushed past her. I took a chance and squeezed her hand as I did. 

      I quickly glanced around to make sure we were alone. “I was worried when I didn’t hear from you yesterday. Did you speak to Mitchell?”

      She motioned for me to sit across from her at a small table with three chairs. 

      Elizabeth wore a navy pantsuit that hugged her curves. My mind went back to the last time I was at her house. The way her body responded to mine. It was the most intimate sex I had ever had. I didn’t think it was possible for me to ever have that kind of connection with someone. 

      “Yes, he was surprised, obviously, and not happy. It’s going to take some time for him to get used to us dating.”

      I reached over and took her hand in mine. I had done this so many times before but today felt different. 

      “So where do we go from here?” I asked, wanting to follow her lead. 

      She blew out a breath. “Do you think this could work between us, Hunter? We have a lot of things going against us.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant other than my former career choice. “You know I won’t ever go back to The Service. I already have people calling me to show them properties to buy. I really think I can be successful.”

      “Hunter, it’s not that. I know you can accomplish anything you want. I guess our age difference is another factor. I’m      ten years older than you are.”

      “Elizabeth, I don’t give a shit about age. If you can give me a chance given the way we met, then anything else is just irrelevant. I’m not going to ever apologize for the career I chose because it finally led me to you. I love you, Elizabeth.”

      “You love me?” she asked with raised eyebrows. I knew she was skeptical. 

      I nodded my affirmation as I move a piece of hair behind her ear. “I think I fell for you the second you stepped on my foot.”

      She looked down at the floor then up to my eyes. I didn’t want her to tell me she loved me just to placate me. 

      “Don’t say it back, Elizabeth. Even if you truly feel that way. I don’t want to rush you. Just wanted to let you know how I felt.”

      “Okay.”
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        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue. 

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading!
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      Elizabeth

      Four months later…

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked as I sat blindfolded in Hunter’s passenger seat.

      “It’s only another few miles. Just sit back and relax, darlin’.”

      I didn’t want to admit to him that I’m a bit car sick not being able to see where I’m going. Instead, I leaned back in my seat and tried to do as he said.

      Everything had been a whirlwind for us. We spent every night together despite the fact that I wanted to take things slowly. It just felt right with Hunter. There were some moments when I still was apprehensive about our future but those have been few and far between. 

      I still hadn’t told him I loved him yet even though I did… like crazy. I guess it just hasn’t been the right time. Although I wasn’t sure just how I’d know. Relationships never worked out for me, so I’m still unsure of myself. Hunter has been great though. Never putting pressure on me to admit my true feelings. I think it was because he already knew deep down.

      The car began to slow as we made a right-hand turn. “We’re here, but don’t take off your blindfold just yet. I’m going to come around and get you out.”

      “Hunter,” I pleaded. 

      “Gosh, you hate surprises, don’t you?”

      I really didn’t, but for some reason I was nervous about this one. True to his word, Hunter made his way over to my door and helped me out of the car. My small hand interlocked with his strong one as we walked toward whatever the surprise was.

      “Just a few more steps and I’ll take off the blindfold.”

      I blew out a sigh which made Hunter laugh. “I promise you’ll like the surprise. Well, no, I don’t. I hope you’ll love it. Ready?” he asked as he stopped us and turned to me.

      “Yes, I’m ready.” I bounced on my toes like a child. 

      Hunter reached around my head and slipped the blindfold down. 

      “What’s this?” I asked, confused at the large house in front of me. 

      “That, my beautiful girlfriend, is my latest sale.”

      “Wow. It’s beautiful.” The Spanish-style architecture was magnificent. Between the tiled roof and the curves of the two doorways I was jealous of whoever was going to live here.l

      “Well, kind of,” he offered nervously. “I bought it for us. It was such a great deal I couldn’t pass it up. I know how much you love this style of house.”

      My heart sped up. Even though we had been basically living together since we decided to give this relationship a go, it was still okay because we kept our own places.

      Hunter cupped my face with his hands. “You don’t like it, do you?” 

      “Of course I do. It’s perfect but how did you know I’d love it?”

      Hunter threw his head back and laughed. “You always tell me how much you love this style whenever we look at what is on the market.”

      “Oh, I guess I do, don’t I?” I laughed because it was true. I always choose the Spanish-style homes. 

      “Yes.” He kissed me on the top of my head. “But you haven’t said anything about moving in here with me. What do you think?”

      “Are you asking me to move in with you officially?”

      His arms wrapped around me as he pulled me close. “I love you, Elizabeth. I want this to be our home.”

      At a time like this, my words have been hard to find. But not now. Not with Hunter. I wanted to take this leap with him.

      “I love you so much. Yes, I want to live here with you.”

      “Maybe someday you’ll agree to marry me too,” Hunter added with a smirk.

      I wrapped my arms around him. “Maybe someday. One step at a time though, okay?”

      “Hey, I got my first I love you from you today. I’m happy with that for now.” He kissed me gently before he pulled back. “You want to go check out our new home?”

      My heart started to race at his words. Our home. Hunter is my home.

      “Yes!”
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      Hunter

      “I’m starving,” I groaned as we pulled into one of my favorite Italian restaurants. We spent the last two hours touring our new house and the surrounding neighborhood. I’ll admit I took a big chance buying the house for us, but since we’ve spent every night together since we decided to give the relationship a go, I did it anyway. 

      “I’m hungry too. The granola bar I had for lunch didn’t cut it. In fact, I already know what I want.”

      I laughed because Elizabeth doesn’t have a variety to her taste palette. She always ordered lasagna when we came here. She’ll also ask for Colworthe wine now that Mitchell and Ellen run the winery. It wasn’t money going into Hank’s pocket now since he retired.

      “Hey, isn’t that Samantha?” Elizabeth asked as we made our way over to our table. I looked to the left and sure enough, it was Sam. 

      “Oh my god, Hunter. That’s Liam with her,” she gasped.

      When it registered who she was with, I saw red. Liam was one of my former coworkers at The Service. I started to head their way when Elizabeth grabbed my arm. “Don’t go over there, Hunter. Samantha doesn’t need to be embarrassed by her big brother in front of all these people.”

      “What the hell is she doing with him?” I growled.

      “Well, from what I can tell, your sister is out on a date. She looks like she’s having fun too.” Elizabeth offered me a grin.

      “She cannot be out with Liam. He’s a fucking escort,” I whispered angrily.

      “Hunter, so were you. Remember? It’s how we met not so long ago. Maybe she just doesn’t even know what he does. Perhaps they met at a bar or something.” She shrugged.

      “Oh, she knows, darlin’. I introduced them once at our holiday party. He knows my sister, and she knows Liam is an escort. Now the question is… what the fuck is going on?”

      “Come on. Let’s not ruin the evening for us or them. You can talk to her about it tomorrow.’

      

      
        
        The End
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      Only after I felt like I lost everything meaningful in my life, did I finally learn to live.

      My life is changed forever when I’m forced to live with my absent father and enrol in the posh Knightsbridge Academy, that’s run by his new wife. I’m ready to hate it and just do what I need to do to get by. Most importantly, I need to stay away from my new stepbrother, Connor. What I feel for him is anything but brotherly.

      I never expected to make friends, to go to a party, or to learn how to laugh again! So, when horror strikes and allegiances are tested, I am forced to trust not only Connor, but also his two best friends, known as the Knightsbridge Elites. They’re the real leaders of the Academy.

      Connor, possessive and broody, but his dirty mouth and protectiveness is addictive. Tyler, the kindest guy I have ever met, with eyes that see into my soul. Mitch, the playful joker who puts on an act for the world, and is starting to let me see through the cracks. Together the Elites are well know for being trouble and dangerous. I know they have shared girls in the past. So, when I am confused about my feelings, they make me an offer I don’t know if I should refuse.

      If Connor can put aside his possessive behaviour, will I let the Elites share me?
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Lexi

        

      

    

    
      Looking around the large room, with the most gorgeous bay window and window seat overlooking the expansive grounds, I can’t help but feel more than I was expecting for this strange place. The more I look around, there is nothing here that reminds me of my old life, of the girl I used to be before this school year started. I brought nothing with me when I found out I was coming to the Knightsbridge Academy. Though, as I look around, I can’t help but feel that this room is decorated and designed with me in mind.

      The seat under the window is stuffed with the softest pillows, and the seat itself is made up of shelves filled with stacks and stacks of books. It’s the perfect place for me to sit, do my work, or just look out of the window when I’m reading. The queen-size bed that takes up the left side of the room looks comfortable and inviting, with a deep purple duvet and matching plump cushions. Even the large mahogany desk that sits against the bare, cream-coloured walls looks intriguing. But then again, I have always loved having a quiet place to sit and do my work. Call me a geek, but I actually want to do well academically, so I can get out of this place.

      I am about to open one of two doors that lead off the opposite wall when I hear a knock from the third door. So, I guess the other two must be a closet and a bathroom. I was aiming for the bathroom—I can’t even imagine what it looks like in there, if this room is anything to go by. Sadly, I don’t have time to check out what I’m sure is luxurious as the knocking continues. I am about to open the door when it opens, anyway. Which is strange. I thought I locked it.

      Standing there in my skinny jeans, dark off the shoulder t-shirt, and well-worn Chucks that my grandmother used to very seriously disapprove of, I am not as surprised as you would think to see the headmistress to the school, Mrs Knight, holding up a key, making it clear she let herself into my room.

      She enters the room, looking as prim and proper as always. If I am being totally honest, she is trying to look twenty years younger than she actually is. There's no denying that she is beautiful with her dyed, platinum blonde locks, a face that looks to be frozen in time—thanks to years of botox, lip, and cheek fillers—and her extremely artificial boobs. All of that is squeezed into a very tight, yet professional-looking black bodycon dress.

      It is definitely not the type of thing that a typical headmistress would wear, but in her world—where money and status mean everything—this is exactly how you dress. And she is not just the headmistress of the school I am now a member of. Her family has owned it for several generations. So, she is not just any old member of the high society, she is old money. One of the most powerful.

      In fact, one of the only families who hold more power than the Knights is the Harrington family, which just so happens to be my family—the ones who raised me for the last seventeen years. My mum was the only Harrington heir until I was born. Which is why I, too, was raised to be a part of the same high society.

      But only for part of the time. The other part of the time, my mum raised me to be a normal teenager. She always said that her only wish was that I lived a normal life, the kind of life that she never got to have. And for the most part I did. Until now.

      Standing next to Mrs Knight is someone who is both familiar and a stranger at the same time. Visually, he looks just like me: wavy brown hair that looks like it might curl if it grows a little longer, high cheekbones that make him look far posher than he is, and plump red lips. Combined, he looks like a middle-aged model. His dark jeans and cashmere jumper do nothing to help that common assessment. But they couldn’t be more wrong in their assessment of him.

      He is neither a model nor a posh member of high society. I may not know much about the man standing before me, but these things I do know. See, this is only the fifth time I have seen him, and it never gets easier.

      The first time I was just a baby, and we had to be in the same room for a DNA test. The second, he came to a dance show I was in at age eight. I was so excited thinking he was there for me, but he needed money from my mum. If you thought they were bad, they will never beat the third time I met him.

      I didn’t even recognise him when he turned up at my mother’s funeral, to inform me that he was my father and that I would be enrolling at the Knightsbridge Academy for my final year of school. The fourth was when he arrived the following day to take me with him. Even when he took me back to his summer house, I didn’t see him. He was too busy with his new wife. I was driven to the new school by their butler.

      That tells you everything you need to know about what my father is really like. The type of man who meets me properly for the first time at my mother’s funeral and inform me that I have to leave my entire life in Cambridge to move to this posh academy in the countryside to complete my final year of school.

      No matter how much of a fuss I kicked up, I never stood a chance of winning. I had no money and no relatives. I was set to inherit the entire Harrington fortune, but there was a clause in my mother’s will that stated I was only allowed to claim the fortune once I finished all of my education. The will does state that I will receive a financial allowance throughout my years at University, but until that date, I have to live with my family. Sadly, the only family I have left is Daniel Greenway, my father, and his wife, Tamara Knight—my new stepmother and headmistress.

      As if having my father and stepmother working at the new school I never wanted to attend isn’t bad enough, they bring with them the one thing I never asked for and my worst nightmare all rolled into one: Connor, my new step-brother.

      Standing next to his mother, it is clear they are related. He has the face of an avenging angel with an angled jaw, chestnut brown hair that is spiked at all angles like he has been constantly running his fingers through it, and a cocky, lopsided grin that matches his personality.

      By that, I don’t mean that he has a sense of humour. After only meeting him a couple of times, it is clear as day that he is a grade A asshole with the ripped, tattooed body of the perfect man. Luckily, we are only related through marriage. We share no blood.

      His mother was married three times before she met my father two years ago. Her first husband, Benedict Knight—probably Tamara’s true love—is the only one to have ever given her a child. She raised him to become the spoiled, obnoxious asshole who is standing in my doorway now.

      He is dressed in tight dark jeans that hug his amazing thighs—no doubt, when he turns around, his ass will be just as great—along with a tight white t-shirt that is almost see-through enough that I can see each and every ripple of his abs. In addition to this—to make me really hate myself—he tops off the look with a panty-melting distressed leather jacket.

      He looks like a typical bad boy, but unfortunately, this one is more than just bad. He is evil, and he has made it very clear that I am now public enemy number one. Oh, and did I mention that not only does he go to this Academy too, but he rules it? I believe they call themselves the Elites, and he's their president.

      The last time we spoke, before moving into the accommodation here, he informed me that I will rue the day I ever stepped foot into the Academy. He intends to make my life as miserable as possible, and given the evil glint he has right now in his crystal blue eyes, he means every word.
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Lexi

        

      

    

    
      “Lexi, darling, how are you settling in? I hope your accommodations are to your satisfaction. This is the best room in the senior block—not including the Elites’ apartments, obviously,” says Mrs Knight, with a very posh yet squeaky tone.

      I can’t help but grimace at the use of the term darling. My grandmother used to call me darling, too. It’s obviously something that is taught to society women. But it has never sounded more false than the way it does from Tamara.

      I can only imagine what the Elites’ apartments look like. Only the best for her precious son, after all.

      “I’m settled in fine, thanks. I didn’t exactly bring much with me,” I curtly reply. Of course, she already knew this from when they came to pick me up a week ago. They took me to their own house first before bringing me here.

      They’d come to collect me from the Harrington estate in a chauffeur driven saloon car. One that could barely hold Daniel, Tamara, and me, let alone any of my things. When I enquired about what we would be using to transfer my things, I was very bluntly informed that my room would be fully furnished, and all I required would be some personal things and clothes.

      Looking around at everything that meant something to me—everything that held a memory—I had no idea how I would decide what to keep and what not. But at the end of the day, I planned on keeping everything as it was until I could move back into the Harrington estate.

      They might be able to dictate that I lived with them for now, but what I did with everything that belonged to me was my own decision. I had no plans to let this estate go. I arranged to keep the housekeeper and groundskeeper on to look after it until I was ready to return. They were only too happy to help, having worked there for my entire life.

      My father and I have had many arguments over this. According to him, it is a massive waste of money. But I don’t care. I will never sell. This is my childhood home; where I grew up with my mother, where all my memories of her are kept. I will never let it go.

      As a result, I am now surrounded by nothing familiar. I don’t even feel like myself. I simply feel numb. But I'm determined to not let them control me.

      “Well, you make sure that you mingle and make some friends. Connor is throwing his usual ‘start of school’ party. The one I pretend I don’t know anything about, and ignore that there is alcohol on school premises. I’m sure he will want you there. Isn’t that right, Connor, darling?” she asks, sounding less like a responsible adult and more like a reckless teenager by the second.

      He looked like he wanted to invite me about as much as he wanted a hole in the head.

      “Of course, Mother. Anyone who is anyone will be at my party. It sets people up for the rest of the school year. The Elites’ judgement really matters. So you should dress a whole lot better than you are right now, Sis. After all, you will need to make an impression if you want to fit in here.”

      The way he stares at me whilst he says the word Sis sends shivers down my spine. His eyes leave trails of heat all over my body from where he is judging me. As well as feeling hot for a different reason, I also experience the heat that comes with the rage I feel whenever Connor speaks to me. He is such a cocky shit, and he knows it.

      “I’m not sure I want to attend that party. Thank you for the invite, though. Please, don’t worry about me, Mrs Knight,” I say politely.

      That does not go down well at all.

      My father’s eyes roll, like he knows me and knew that this was the way I would behave. That just pisses me off, because he knows nothing about me. Tamara looks shocked and bewildered. She simply cannot comprehend why I would decide not to attend a party thrown by the “cool kids”, and for the popular people.

      Connor, on the other hand, doesn’t look at me with bewilderment. He looks at me with pure disgust. Like I am deliberately dismissing everyone who he deems to be popular enough to attend his party and directly insulting him. I think he really can’t understand why someone wouldn’t want to attend his party.

      A sneer crosses his lip.

      “If you don’t attend, it will be social suicide. Personally, I don’t give a fuck what you do. But don’t come running to me when you are socially exiled for the rest of the year. I will not help you. The Elites make only one decision at the start of the year. No reassessments unless there are extraordinary circumstances. You will need to live with it. Do I make myself perfectly clear?” He practically spits the words at me.

      For a second, I physically shrink back into myself. I have never liked confrontation and have spent my entire life shying away from people like Connor Knight. But look where that has got me.

      Standing up straight, I take a step towards Connor, ignoring the fact of both our parents are standing right beside us. He doesn’t shy away as I close the gap, but the smaller it becomes, the more I can feel electricity sizzling between us.

      “Don’t you worry. I will never ask for a favour from you or need any kind of help from you. Is that clear enough, Brother?” I spit back.

      I see the flash of shock in Connor’s crystal blue eyes, but it’s quickly replaced by anger. The audible gasp, however, comes from Tamara. I should have known. When I turn to look at her, she is clutching her chest with her hand, and her mouth is wide open. Almost like she is pantomiming theatrical gasp, the type that could only come from someone like Tamara.

      My father looks on. He sees the sheer shock on Tamara’s face and the growing anger on Connor’s face, and he must know he needs to step in before this shit show gets any worse.

      “Lexi, I know you didn’t want to come here with us. But both Connor and Tamara are trying, and I would very much appreciate it if you could make an effort too.” He says it in a way that makes it very clear I am to participate in this fucked up attempt at being a family.

      I already had a family, and I had lost them all. It’s so fucking typical that he would side with them. Being forced to be in each other's lives right now doesn’t make him any less of a shit father, after all. Even if part of me wishes that he did want me, the realistic side won knows he’s full of bullshit. I have no intention of being part of this family, but I also don’t need to make more trouble for myself.

      “Fine,” I grumble to my father before turning to address Connor with fake pleasantries. “I will be there. Where is it and at what time?”

      “Top floor, the Elites’ apartments. Any time after 8pm.” He’s looking at the adults—who both wear expectant expressions—as he practically spits out the words, clearly ecstatic that I am going to be there.

      Apparently, they have an idea of the type of family they want us to be, and I can already guarantee that is never going to happen. Not after the way Connor and I first met. Some of the inappropriate thoughts I have about the cocky bastard opposite me are nothing close to familial. But the idea that I’m pissing Connor off is suddenly very appealing.

      “I will be there,” I say.

      With that, Connor turns on his heels and storms off. No pleasantries or goodbyes. His mother doesn’t even try to make up an excuse for his behaviour. She simply says that she is glad I have settled in and to come to her with any problems. My father adds something about his door always being open.

      That thought alone was fucking laughable. I have no idea where his door—or their accommodation—is. Not that I needed to know. I would be staying as far away from them as I could.

      After tonight, Connor will know that I am not someone he can mess with, either. I have no idea where this sudden confidence or feisty attitude is coming from, but just the mere thought of letting Connor intimidate me angers me so much that I know I need to be the one to act first.

      If only I actually knew what to do.
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      What the fuck?

      Firstly, I’m stunned that my mother has the nerve to invite people to the party she knows I run and that only the Elites determine the guest list. She has dealt with the fallout from my welcome back parties for the last three years. They are fucking legendary, and I wasn’t exaggerating when I said they make or break you.

      Everyone is desperate for an invitation, but not everyone gets one. Don’t get me wrong, I do extend the invite to a fair few, shall we say, “uncool kids”, and if they rise to the occasion, then they will be rewarded. However, if they don't rise, then they fall spectacularly and we will have some good quality, free entertainment at the party. Hell, we even invite the poor kids from Headlands Public School—the one in the nearest town. It gives us a fresh pool of pussy.

      “Why the fuck would you do that, Mother?” I ask her, not bothering to treat her with any respect as my mother or headmistress, as she has earned neither.

      How can I respect a woman that has been married more times than she can remember? That's not even a joke. She introduced Daniel to a friend of mine as her third husband and he is definitely her fourth. I have had to sit through three shoddy excuses for weddings then marriages, and the only reason I wasn’t at the first wedding is because I wasn’t born.

      “Connor, don’t talk to your mother like that!” my new daddy chastises me.

      “Let me remind you, once again, newbie. You are not my dad, so don’t even think you can treat me like you are. If you talk to me with that tone of voice once more, you will regret it.” My voice is low and menacing. He also doesn’t miss the very purposeful step I take toward him. I make sure to get as close to him as I can without actually having to fight him.

      “Enough! Both of you. Daniel, baby, please can you go back to the house? I will meet you there. I’m just going to stay and talk to Connor.” She uses the sickly sweet tone that I have heard women use on me.

      It’s the annoying, high-pitched, yet still flirty, one that they use when they want me to do something they know I either won't enjoy or just don’t want to do. Their next move after this is to openly offer a sexual bribe, and I wouldn’t put that past my mother. So I really hope he agrees because no son should have to see his mother promise a blow job in exchange for a favour. Trust me, I’m still recovering mentally from the last time.

      Luckily for us all, Daniel skulks off without even a second glance at us. He does, however, cast a strange look at the door we have just exited from. He looks almost pained.

      Maybe he really does want to have a relationship with his stranger of a daughter. At this point in her life, after meeting her just five times in her entire eighteen years, he is only a sperm donor to her. My mother announced these facts like it’s something to be proud of. I don’t even need to have a conversation with Lexi to know that's how she feels.

      I know because that's how I feel about my father. He walked out on me at age eight. I haven’t heard from him since, and I’ve never wanted to. The way I see it, both Daniel and my father know that they have children. If they wanted to, there would be nothing stopping them if they wanted to find us and have relationships, but that's never happened. So if Daniel is thinking of trying—despite telling my mother that he has no interest in doing that—then he's a fool, because it’s an uphill battle that he stands very little chance of winning.

      “I’m sorry, Connor. But you have seen what Daniel is like with Lexi. He says he has no intention of being a father to her. Too little, too late and all that. But the way he looks at her says something different. I really like this one, Connor, and so if we have to be nice to her, then that is what we will do.

      “Besides, it will do wonders for your future to be so closely linked to the only heir to the Harrington fortune. Having her as a sister will do great things for your image.”

      There's a glint in my mother’s eye and suddenly her emotions are all too clear. She doesn’t give a flying fuck about Lexi. What she cares about is the Harrington estate.

      I’ve got to admit, it is something that intrigues me. How will this girl cope in the cutthroat world of old money? She is the only living member of the wealthiest family in our country, and she just doesn’t seem at all prepared. Why would her mother not prepare her for something as big as being in high society?

      Actually, come to think of it, why wasn’t she a debutante two years ago, like all the girls in our world are when they turn sixteen. She is an enigma for sure, but not one I have any intention of cracking. After our first meeting, keeping our distance is the way forward.

      “Mother, if you want to go after this girl's money, then do it. All I am saying is keep me out of it and do not mess with how I run this school. Oh, and, Mother?” I ask politely.

      I take a step towards her and look her square in the eye. I give her a slightly nastier stare than I should use against my own mother, but she needs to know the consequences of her actions.

      “Remember, you are the one who insisted Lexi come to this party. That puts her in the spotlight. If she fails, she will end up at the bottom of the social pile, and I cannot look out for her then. I never interfere with any of the Elites’ decisions made during this party.

      “So if she comes crying to you about bullying, pranks, or whatever the fuck else she wants to tell you about, it’s important that you remember two things. Firstly, our agreement that whatever happens in this party stays in this party. None of the participants will get into trouble unless the law is broken. The second thing to remember is that you brought this on her. I wanted to keep her out of it. She may have been classed as a geek, but if things go bad, she could be seen as even lower than a geek. Do we understand each other?” I describe my rationale and tick it off my fingers with each explanation.

      Mum nods her head.

      “But, please, do me a favour and try to watch over her as much as you can,” she asks with those puppy dog eyes she thinks will work on me.

      It’s fucking laughable. I can’t be persuaded by anyone.

      Luckily, I am distracted from answering by loud footsteps pounding down the hall combined with whoops and hollers. You would think a herd of very excited elephants are invading, but you would be wrong. Just the two dumb shits I call best friends.

      “All right, Mrs K, how are you doing? You are looking as fine as ever!” says Mitchell Channing, one of the dumb shits, and one of my best friends. Although every time he hits on my mother like this, I do question why I keep him around.

      With a quick slap around the head for Mitch, my other more serious best friend pulls me in for a quick man hug disguised as a chest bump.

      “Knight! Man, we missed you at the beach this week. Where have you been? You never miss our beach trip,” asks Tyler Jennings.

      He gives me a cautious look whilst also casting glances at my mother. It’s his way of being able to tell if I am lying in front of my mother or not.

      Tyler and I have been best friends since we were four years old and starting at our very first pre-school. We connected because we actually liked playing together.  It was a novelty for me because before then, the only kids I was allowed to play with were ones from important families, as my mother tried to build our future relationships at such a young age.

      Obviously, Tyler is from money—otherwise we wouldn’t be going to the same school—but he is what my mother refers to as new money. His dad struck lucky with some tech company that he started. It made him an instant overnight millionaire. Prior to that, Tyler's parents were not part of our society. Something my mother loves to pull her nose up at.

      Tyler and I are bros because we choose to be, not because of what we can gain from our friendship. I know that whenever I get in shit, he will throw down for me without a single question. He might bollock me for it later, but he will always jump straight in first.

      Mitch joined our little group when we all started secondary school together at around the age of twelve. He is the joker of the pack, the loud one, and the first to get us all in some shit. Usually with whatever inappropriate thing that flows out of his mouth. He has no filter. He’s also a massively spoiled little momma’s boy and is not at all ashamed of that.

      Coming from old money like me, Mitch is used to getting whatever he wants. He has a sister who is exactly the same: spoiled. I don’t think they have ever been told off or punished in their lives. Even that one time Mitch got arrested because he wanted to test drive a Porsche last year.

      He went with a genuine interest in buying a Porsche for when he passed his driving test, but first, he wanted to test drive it. The poor salesman tried to tell Mitch that the insurance forbids anyone from driving who doesn’t have a full driving licence. Mitch had hoped that if there was someone with a licence accompanying him that it would be fine with his provisional licence—which is how I got dragged along. I was the only one of us who had a licence already.

      The more the salesman said no, the more annoyed Mitch became. He literally threw ten- and twenty-pound notes at the guy in an attempt to bribe him. In the end, he said he was going to get his manager. Mitch took that as an opening, and dragging me along with him, he stole the Porsche and took it for a joy ride.

      Because the poor salesman didn’t know that Mitch intended to return the car, all he saw were a couple of teenagers who just stole a car. So when we pulled back onto the forecourt, it was hardly surprising that the police were waiting for us. Even as we were being loaded up into the back of the paddy wagons, Mitch was still shouting to the salesman, saying he would be in touch about placing an order. I have never seen a man blanch so quickly.

      We weren’t even in jail for thirty minutes. In fact, I was in the waiting room, waiting for them to call me in to get my statement. I knew they wouldn’t get it the moment my mother entered the building. Her voice literally vibrated off the walls, letting me know she was there.

      She had us both out in no time, and Mitch’s dad made sure word of what happened didn’t get out. Fuck, he even got the poor sales guy fired for not just letting his son have the test drive. He said he would have dealt with all the fines.

      That is how Mitch has been brought up, so it’s not surprising he does what he wants and gets away with it. Well... that is, with everyone except Ty and me.

      “Sorry, bro, I told you, I had a family thing I couldn’t get out of, sadly.” I say the words to Tyler, but I direct my tight gaze at my mother.

      She is the one who insisted I needed to be home to make time for Lexi. To get to know her, she’d said. Utter bullshit.

      The little nerd barely left her room after the first day, and that fierce little speech she just gave is the most she has spoken to me since our momentous first meeting.

      “Nah, there’s no way Mrs K here would keep you away from us. Nothing is more important than hanging with us. Plus, sexy Sophie has had her tits done, and you wanna see them in those little strips the girls call bikinis. At one point, I was sure I could see her nipple. Try playing beach football with a tree trunk smacking against your leg as you run about while it points like a compass at the hole it wants to enter,” says Mitch. He even makes a hand gesture at crotch level like a torpedo finding where to aim.

      I can’t help but laugh, mostly because Mum looks mortified.

      “Mitchell James Channing. You do not talk about girls like that, and you do not speak about your penis in front of me. I thought I told you that rule a long time ago,” she chastises, using her best headmistress authoritative voice.

      Naturally, it has no effect on Mitch, and he continues to smile at her before giving her a very seductive wink.

      “You know your beauty makes me forget.”

      Tyler is leaning against the corridor wall, and he is going to fall over soon if he laughs any more. Smacking Mitch around his bright blonde head, I give him my serious face and he shrinks back slightly. We may be best friends, but there will always be a hierarchy, and I am at the top.

      “Stop fucking around, Mitch,” I say, before turning to address Tyler. “Anyway, Ty, you wanted to know why I missed the beach trip? It turns out my mum's latest husband has a daughter who he has ignored for the last eighteen years—''

      My mother cuts in, sounding infuriated, and I can see she is straining her hands into fists. Well, as much as she can with long, pointy, pink manicured to death nails.

      “He has not been ignoring her for all this time. He broke up with her mother, that is all.” Her explanation hangs in the wind.

      Even Mitch—the least intelligent one in the group—can hear that she is offering absolutely no form of explanation at all.

      “Look, Mother, I know you love Daniel, and right now he is the best thing since sliced bread. To be honest, I don’t hate him. He seems fine. But you cannot deny that he knew he had a daughter living twenty minutes away, and yet the third time he saw her in her whole life was at her mother’s funeral. Even then, the only reason he attended was to tell her she has to move in with us. He didn't need to have a relationship with her mum to have one with her,” I explain.

      Tyler shakes his head. He slides closer to me, his way of showing his support and giving me strength.

      “Wait, so you’re telling me there’s a baby girl Knight joining the team? That is so cool. When do I get to meet her?” Mitch asks, assuming that since Daniel has only seen the girl four times, she can’t be that old. I almost laugh as I respond.

      “There is no baby girl Knight. But there is an eighteen-year-old Alexis Harrington who is starting here this year. When her mother passed away a few months ago, Daniel was named as her only remaining family. Therefore, she has to live with him until she has completed all education. Since he lives here at the Academy, they aren’t technically breaking any rules.”

      “Wait, wait, wait…” shouts Mitch at the same time that Tyler also shouts, “Did you say Harrington?”

      I hold my hand up to stop them both from speaking. I am about to finish my story, but Mother—obviously missing being the centre of attention for one minute—steps in.

      “She is called Lexi, and yes, she is now Connor’s step-sister. She lives in the room down the hall, but we are leaving her and giving her time to get settled in. However, I did make sure that she would be in attendance at tonight's party. So, you boys will look out for her. Nothing bad or life threatening will happen to her tonight. Do you understand? I will require a verbal response to ensure I have your agreement,” she says, like she is negotiating a business deal.

      Mitch, who I think is still staring at my mother’s fake tits, is not great at business, and so he agrees, informing the group that Baby Girl Knight would be safe with him. Looks like Lexi has got herself a nickname, and she hasn’t even met this twatwaffle. I can’t wait until she does, because he will eat her alive.

      “You mean, Lexi Harrington—the only living heir to the biggest fortune in the country—is now your sister? Not only that, we have invited her to the type of party that is not meant for girls who haven’t grown up in our environment? And she's the new girl? Is that right?” Tyler asks me.

      I nod my head in confirmation. I notice he gives me a bit of an annoyed shake of his head. He has been trained by his father on what the proper etiquette is when meeting others in the society, not to mention women. It’s something that no matter how hard I try, he can't drop.

      “Mrs Knight, I can promise you that I will keep my eye on Alexis tonight, but I cannot promise that nothing will happen to her. I know that she will have been warned about the risks. If she agrees to come, then that is on her. I’m sorry, I can’t promise more. But I will make sure she gets home safely. That I can guarantee,” he says politely.

      The responding smile my mum gives him is blinding. This is why Tyler is the talker of the group, the level-headed one, the decision maker. He is cool, calm, and collected every time.

      My mother is obviously happy with how this situation has been handled as she swiftly says her goodbyes. As she is leaving, her phone vibrates. She stops and turns around again. Fuck, we were so close to having rid of her. We might even stand a chance of getting to my room for a pre-drink if we are lucky.

      “Boys, your booze is being delivered as we speak, but there isn’t anybody to collect it,” she says, wiggling her eyebrows like she isn’t the sole reason why we are still standing in the middle of the corridor. She waves us off and I finally sigh with relief that she is gone. Now it's time to sort out this party!

      “Mitch, run down and sign for the booze. The girls will be down soon. Give some of your guys a call and get them to come help the girls with any heavy lifting, okay?” I ask, making sure he fully understands the instructions.

      I also feel like maybe I should instruct him not to take or drink any of the alcohol, as it is all for the party. I’m hoping he uses common sense, but I'm aware he may not. He runs off down the stairs and I shake my head, wondering how the hell we are still friends. But then I laugh because I couldn’t get rid of him now even if I tried.

      “Ty, please, can you ring Ashleigh and Kelsie? They should be there already getting set up. I am going to my room. Wanna meet up about an hour before for a pre-drink?” I ask, after giving him his instructions that I have no doubt he will do as soon as I leave.

      “Yeah, of course. I wanna hear more about Alexis Harrington. She is a bit of a legend in the old money society. She never attends events, she didn’t have her debut, yet now she is practically running the whole estate. I wanna know all about her,” Tyler says, running his hands through his longish black hair. It’s an action I have seen him do whenever he is nervous, but I can’t work out what has him all worked up.
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      It feels like very little time has passed before the boys are banging on my door, demanding I let them in. I managed to get away to the pool and have a swim, which always helps me calm down. I have no idea why I feel so on edge about an event I throw every year, but for some reason, my stomach feels all up in knots. But Connor Knight doesn’t have anxiety. Instead, I swim.

      The banging on my door reverberates through my large, luxurious dorm room, which looks more like a hotel suite. Being the owner's son and the Elites’ President has some benefits. The best room and unrestricted access to the pool are just some of them. My head is starting to mirror the banging, and I’m close to throwing the bottle of Jack I have in my hand at the door.

      “You know it’s open, you fuckers. Just open the door,” I yell at the boys, pissed they would keep banging like that when I literally just wrote in the group text to say that they could come in and that I unlocked the door.

      Knowing how they always just let themselves into my room—often trying the door before even knocking—should have been my first clue that it isn’t them. But whatever is eating away at me is making it difficult for me to think clearly. Plus, nobody but Ty and Mitch are allowed to bother me during my pre-party drinking stage. Everyone knows that. If I want you here, I will invite you, and I never want anyone here.

      “Hey, baby. Did you have a good summer? I missed you so much at the beach. It wasn’t the same without you,” squeaks a ridiculously high-pitched voice as she barges into my room.

      Five-inch stiletto heels are now making just as much noise as the banging on the door, and I realise I just allowed my very own succubus to enter the room.

      Quickly removing the cap from the top of the Jack bottle, I down a shot directly from the bottle, loving the burning sensation as it travels down my throat and settles in my belly.

      “Ashleigh, what are you doing here?” I ask, sounding none too friendly.

      This girl is starting to become a problem. She is a good-looking girl, don’t get me wrong. She is your classic fake type beauty with bleached blonde hair with extensions to make it look like she grew it all the way down her back by herself. Her face is contorted from its original shape, thanks to a bit too much lip and cheek filler, not to mention the long-lasting make-up she has, which is basically just a temporary tattoo over where her eyebrows should be.

      I’m not going to deny that her plumped up lips are perfect for blowing me, her boob job makes her tits more than enough to handle, and her ass fillers give her the perfect amount of fullness when I fuck her from behind. She has basically created herself exactly how guys want, but I think that is the reason I hate her look so much. There is nothing about her that feels natural, and that is what I like in a girl. Plus, she looks like a younger version of my mother.

      I know you are probably thinking that if I can’t stand how this girl looks so much then why did I fuck her in the first place, and the honest answer is because she’s a damn good lay. I know this because she has quite a reputation. But I wouldn’t want anything more with her, or any other girl, for that matter.

      I know that, eventually, I will have to settle down after I finish my education and take over my grandfather's empire. We don’t just own Knightsbridge Academy. That’s just one strand of the Knight Empire. Typically, only male heirs got to run the businesses—something my mother disagrees with. My mother is fierce, and if she wants something, she doesn’t back down. Which is why she was so determined to take over the Academy. Even though it was just a small portion of the overall enterprise, in the grand scheme of things, it was a massive win.

      My Uncle Nigel is currently sitting as the interim CEO of our largest corporation, Knight Enterprises. But it’s only until I finish school and can start my apprenticeship before I eventually take over full time. Nigel is my grandfather’s bastard son, and because he doesn’t technically have the Knight name, he can’t inherit any of the businesses. My grandfather feels sorry for him, so he gave him a job, but made it very clear he is only keeping my seat warm until I am ready for it.

      Part of the contract I am legally required to sign when I begin the process of taking over Knight Enterprises, is that I will behave in a manner befitting a CEO of one of the biggest family businesses in the country. There is also a clause that states I will be training under either my grandfather or Uncle Nigel to learn the ropes of the business for three years before it is fully transferred over to me at the age of twenty-one.

      In that time, I am expected to find a wife. If I don’t, or I damage my family’s reputation in any way, then they can hold me back from being given the position. Given my grandfather's age, it’s clear he isn’t going to be old enough to keep running the company for too much longer. So, the role will undoubtedly go to my Uncle Nigel. Oh, and did I mention that they can refuse to give me the business if my wife isn’t suitable enough for my high standing?

      So with all that knowledge in mind, I’m living life while I can. Or at least, I was until this summer. But I know none of the women in this Academy will ever fulfil that role. They are, however, good for one night.

      What is ironic is that Ashleigh, on paper, actually makes the cut. Her family comes from good standing within our community. Ashleigh knows what is expected of her as a good and proper housewife, and she will look good on the arm of the most powerful man in the country. But even though, logically, I know this, I couldn’t make my brain like her. Fuck, even my dick doesn’t get excited any more, and we have only had sex three times. Obviously, given her current behaviour, that was two times too many.

      “I thought we could go to the party together. Plus, I missed you. I texted you a few times, even called some too, but I never heard back from you,” she says as she slides onto the sofa, sitting a lot closer to me than I like.

      As she sits, the ridiculously short, light blue skirt she is wearing pulls upwards to mid-thigh, showing off more skin. She shuffles, causing it to pull up even more. I realise that is her intention. She is only about one or two centimetres away from showing me if she is or isn’t wearing any panties.

      At this point, I really don’t want to guess. I know when I look at her thighs, I should be tempted, but all I see is the two-tone skin colour from where she has used fake tan on her legs to cover what is exposed by the skirt, yet she left the rest her natural pale colour. It is actually laughable how different they are and that she really thinks this look is attractive to men.

      Noticing that I am clearly not won over by the leg situation, she decides to ramp things up a notch by leaning in as close to me as she can, all while sticking her boobs in my direction. She only has on a very small, tight white tank top. It barely contains those mammoth tits. Not only is she not wearing a bra, but whichever doctor put these bad boys in clearly isn’t doing what is best for his patient. They are far too big for her small frame. The outlines of her nipples are visible through the thin fabric, and I am pretty sure there is a little bit of nipple peeking out over the top of the vest as it tries its hardest to contain something that clearly does not fit.

      I know there are a lot of guys who find this look appealing. Hell, Mitch would have his cock between those big titties right now, while Ty and I stand and watch. That’s just who he is. But it’s not me.

      I don’t mind trying once, but I clearly made a mistake going back to Ashleigh the other two times. Ty bollocked me at the time, asking what the hell I was thinking, and honestly, I wasn’t. I was so off my face with drink, and a bit of Molly, that I didn’t even really register what I was doing.

      Afterwards, I tried to reason that it’s because she would make a good trophy wife, and that's all I need. Someone to fuck when I want, to produce an heir for me, and to look good in the media. The rest of the time, I need someone who can shut up, stand in the background, do as she is told, and not kick off when I inevitably screw around on the side.

      Ty keeps reassuring me that I don’t need to worry, that one day I will meet a girl who is capable of being Mrs Connor Knight and will make me forget about all the rules and other women. That she will be all I see. I laughed repeatedly at his rom-com behaviour, but secretly, buried very deep, there is a part of me that wants every word he says.

      But Ashleigh is not that girl, and so I need to get rid of her for good. I know it won’t be easy. She is the most popular girl in school and the queen bitch for a reason. She thinks that as I’m the King and she’s the Queen, it already validates our relationship. She is wrong.

      “Ashleigh, I didn’t answer any of your calls or texts because I didn’t want to. I am not your boyfriend. We fucked a couple of times, and that is it. I have no intention of fucking you ever again, so you may want to learn that right now. You know the rules, along with everyone else in this school. I am never to be disturbed before a party. So what made you think that you could break the rule?” I ask in a stern, almost disgusted voice.

      She physically shies away, clearly feeling a little embarrassed by her actions. Sadly, that did not last for long.

      Before I know it, she grabs the bottle of Jack out of my hand, takes a long swig herself, and puts it aside. Using the Jack as liquid courage, she swings her leg until she is straddling me.

      Her thighs are exposed and pressed into my hips, her tits are squashed tighter, pushing them up into my face, and I can feel a very thin strip of fabric covering her pussy as she tries to grind it against my limp, denim-covered dick.

      Her hands come up to the side of my face and slide into my hair, taking hold. She holds my head in place and continues to gyrate on my still limp dick. She must realise he isn’t getting erect already. My guy isn’t the type you struggle to feel. If he is interested, he will let you know, big time. Pun intended.

      This act of desperation just makes Ashleigh go down in my estimations even further. She obviously doesn’t want to be with me for genuine reasons. I suspect it is all about status, power, and money. None of which I want any part in until I have to. Yes, I run this school, but that is for fun. I guess I need to go back to one-time only fucks.

      “Get the fuck off me, you crazy bitch,” I shout. I forcefully push Ashleigh off me just as she tries to kiss me.

      “We are not a couple. What part are you failing to get into your tiny fucking mind?” I ask.

      I jump up from the sofa, where she still lies exactly where I pushed her, clearly stunned by my behaviour. I would never hurt a woman, which is why I pushed her onto the sofa where she couldn’t hurt herself and not the floor.

      “But we are supposed to be together, Knight. Why can’t you see that? Your grandfather is even in talks with Daddy about me becoming your wife when we graduate,” she says, and it feels like my world has just started to tilt on its axle.

      Blood rushes to my head, and red mist descends over my vision. I feel an anger I can normally get under control, but right now it is overwhelming me. I agreed to Grandfather's strict commands simply because we agreed that when the time comes, I will be able to pick the girl.

      It will not be a marriage of convenience. It will not be a marriage he picks out for me because he gains something from the union. I’m not saying I want to marry for love, but I want it to be an option. I want to choose, and I know for a fact Ashleigh isn’t even on the fucking shortlist.

      The sincere look on her face—like she actually believes she stands a chance of marrying me. And whilst I am fuming at my grandfather for even entertaining these types of talks with her father, I also trust in our agreement. That thought suddenly makes the situation laughable, and I can’t help the laugh that escapes me.

      “Fuck off, Ashleigh. Do you really think you stand any chance of being my wife? It’s not going to happen. I will be picking my wife, and it will not be you,” I spit with more venom than I planned, but her actions are starting to piss me off. I want her gone, I want my boys here, and I want to enjoy the fucking party. None of that involves Ashleigh being present.

      “You couldn’t be more wrong, Knight. You see, I always get what I want, and I have made it very clear to Daddy that I want you. It is only a matter of time before your grandfather caves at what we are offering. You see, everyone has a price, Knight, and luckily for me, Daddy knows your grandfather’s. We will be married as soon as we graduate. I can guaran-fucking-tee it.

      “So, get all this rogue behaviour out of your system this year. Put your dick in as many cunts as you want, but just remember that from the moment we say ‘I do’, you will honour me and those vows.”

      As she talks, she stands and straightens out her clothing. Gone is the vulnerable, naive girl who was curled in a ball feeling like shit after being rejected. Standing before me is the girl that the whole school sees on a daily basis. The queen bitch who always gets what she wants. Now I have a reason to be worried.

      She strides closer to me, and I just stand there. I try not to look like a deer trapped in headlights. Instead, I smile as she moves closer than I would have liked. Standing on tiptoes, as well as she could in those ridiculously high heels, she plants a big kiss on my cheek before walking away. I know, given the amount of lipstick she is wearing, it has to have transferred to my cheek, and I can’t wait to get it off me. But first, I need to make sure the bitch actually leaves.

      I follow her to the door, and when she opens it, I realise that before she came in she placed a sock on my doorknob—the tell-tale sign to let my bros know that I’m getting laid and to not bother coming in. That explains why they didn’t come in and save me from the crazy express when she rolled in. I pull the sock off and throw it on the floor in the corridor. Ashleigh just smiles at me and winks, making it look like we just fucked again.

      “Never come into my room again, Ashleigh. If you do, I will remove you using force if necessary. You know I don’t have girls in my room, that I fuck in their rooms or somewhere else. You will not break my rule again, understand?” I say, making it pretty fucking clear to her peroxide blonde brain that my room is off-limits. Not just to her but to all women. I need to have a safe space that is just mine. Somewhere I can control who comes in and who doesn’t. Somewhere I can go when I want to be by myself.

      She might be trying to worm her way into my life, and a call to my grandfather tomorrow is clearly needed to put a stop to this shit. But I can put a stop right here and now to the idea she has that she can waltz into my room whenever she wants.

      The cheeky fake as fuck smile she gives me in response irritates the fuck out of me. I can actually feel my blood pressure start to rise. She puts her hand casually onto my bicep, like it's acceptable for her to just touch me in any way she wants.

      I’m starting to question why exactly I don’t hurt girls again, whilst also trying the breathing exercises Ty taught me to help me calm the fuck down when I’m stressed. It doesn’t work, so I pull her hand off my arm and not so gently push it towards her. Pairing it with a not-so-subtle glare, she just smiles as though in her head we are having a completely different encounter.

      “I will see you at the party, baby. Maybe we should tell a few people that I’m your fiancé, or should we wait? Oh, you are probably right, we should wait until our families make the formal announcement. Until then, you can do as you like, but please remember that I am the woman you will always be coming home to. So no more than one night, understand?”

      I stand there stunned at the one-way conversations this bitch seems to be having in her head. I don’t even know how to reply. Luckily, I don’t have to, as we are interrupted by my boys. Thank fuck for that.
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      “Yo, Ash, get going, will you? You are interrupting guy time. I’m sure if you ask nicely he will let you blow him some other time, and if he doesn’t, then my cock is always ready and willing for you, sexy,” says Mitch in his usual playful tone.

      I want to punch him when he encourages her. But then he redeems himself by offering up his own dick instead. Fuck did I owe him for that! He would regret letting her, though.

      Mitch is not the type of person who follows social mannerisms. He does and says whatever he wants, consequences be damned. Which is why he feels no shame in pushing Ashleigh out of the way and squeezing past me to get into my room. He looks back at Ty, expecting him to follow, but Tyler was raised better.

      So he waits, but I almost feel naked under the disapproving glances he is throwing in both mine and Ashleigh’s direction. He thinks we fucked, and I don’t blame him for being annoyed about it. If it had actually happened, I would have been pissed.

      It’s a new academic year, which means new women. I never repeat the same girl in different school years. So all the ladies who got to experience my dick last year are all out of bounds this year. It’s the rule all three of us have been following since we all lost our virginity at age fourteen.

      I practically pull Tyler into the room and slam the door shut on a very annoyed Ashleigh. Her huff and retreating stomps can be heard loudly, even through the door, but I don’t care. It does, however, make Tyler laugh. In fact, he is laughing so hard, the dick is almost bent over, hugging his belly. He is definitely not a fan of Ashleigh.

      “What the fuck, Knight? I thought you weren’t going near her fake-ass again, ever. That was the last thing you told me, and I was really fucking happy to hear that. You know I think you fucked her two times too many times, so why do it again and break all our rules?” he asks, clearly annoyed at the idea that I would break my promise to them.

      “SHOTS!!” Mitch interrupts our conversation with a battle cry as he points towards the rows of shots he lined up for us. There are enough shots for the entire football team, but Mitch doesn’t care.

      Tyler and I both walk towards the kitchen counter, where he has all these different concoctions of shots laid out. We look at the variety of colours and both question what happened to the normal vodka shooters we usually do before parties.

      It turns out, over the summer, Mitch did a cocktail making course, because he thought the teacher was fit, but he actually enjoyed the course. Now he is a bit of an expert mixologist, even though it's only something he does for fun.

      Picking up a green and red concoction that most definitely does not look appealing, Mitch informs us we are about to try a ‘slippery frog’ and the next he has lined up for us is a ‘slippery nipple’. I want to question why everything is slippery, but I figure it is just easier to drink the damn thing.

      As the frog drink slid down my throat, leaving a trace of just the right amount of fire, I have to admit that Mitch has found his talent. This drink is perfect. Just what we need to get ourselves a bit loose before going to the party.

      Mitch is busy mixing more drinks that he can take to the party, because there is no way I am doing any more. I like to be on the happier side of sober, but nowhere near drunk. I never lose control. It just isn't my style at big parties. I don’t mind a drink too much when it’s just me and the boys at home, but in public, it is different. Particularly when my reputation is being scrutinised.

      With Mitch distracted, I grab a bottle of beer for Tyler and myself and lead him to the couch to explain.

      “Nothing happened with her. She came over here trying to get things on, but I knocked her back. Fuck, man, my dick didn’t even get hard for her when she was grinding on it. But she told me that her father is in talks with Grandfather to make sure we are married straight after graduation. As far as she is aware, he is ready to cave and break all his promises to me.

      “I will ring him tomorrow to find out, but she is fucking serious, man. She even said she would allow me this year to fuck about, but after that, I am hers only. No other women. I’m freaking out here, Ty,” I explain quickly, my knee shaking rapidly, up and down. It’s a regular stress indicator of mine.

      “Relax, Connor. It will all be fine. Your grandfather will not go back on his agreement with you. You’ve always said he is a man of his word. Besides, there's nothing you can do tonight. So let's get her out of your mind and just have fun tonight, okay?” he says calmly.

      His calm temperament is soothing to my anxiety, and my knee stops jiggling as my breathing returns to normal.

      Tyler is the only person who knows I suffer with anxiety, and he always knows exactly what to say or do to hide it. He always does his best to ensure that other people don’t recognise it, because if they did, my enemies would pounce on it in a heartbeat.

      I nod and give him a small smile to indicate that I would put my Knight mask back on. When I leave this room, I am the authoritative, fun guy everyone wants to party with. Plus, I have lots of decision making to do tonight when I look at who makes it into the general population, who is promoted to popular, and who is rejected for the entire year. I love having all the power of being the Elites’ President, and I am not kidding when I tell Tyler that I will go out there and be the Connor Knight everyone expects.

      “Before we go, tell me more about this new sister of yours,” he asks.

      For some reason, I snap at him and correct him. “Step-sister.”

      He doesn't know why it is so important for me to differentiate and let him know that there is no blood relation between us. I hadn't told anyone about our first meeting.

      “What’s there to tell? We didn’t even know she existed until Daniel got a call to say she was an orphan and needed to be placed with her absent father. Don’t get me wrong, I think the guy is a fucking coward for abandoning her all these years, but at least he is doing right by her now,” I say, trying not to join the connections between our past, or to feel jealous for the chance I will probably never have the opportunity to get to know my father.

      “Okay, but I mean, what is she actually like? Without wanting to sound like that knob in the kitchen, is she hot?” asks Ty.

      He gestures with the neck of his beer bottle towards Mitch in the kitchen. He is mixing up enough drinks to drown everyone at the party in alcohol, despite the fact we have a stocked bar and bartenders. He doesn’t look like he is stopping any time soon.

      I think about Tyler’s question. For some reason, it irritates me that he would even ask a question like that. But then again, it’s exactly what we would all ask about a new girl starting at school. We would talk about who she suited best and who got first dibs.

      After the first time, she was fair game and we had no problems sharing the same girl. In fact, on many occasions, Mitch, Ty, and I have quite happily shared the same girl at the same time. But the idea of that and Lexi makes me angry, and I don’t want to admit why.

      That feisty brunette has got under my skin more than any other girl ever has before. Secretly, I quite like that she has the balls to challenge me. It’s something new, and that rarely happens around here.

      “She’s okay. I mean, for a geeky wallflower. The girl barely talks, and when she does, it's to challenge me and piss me off. She is clearly broken at the moment and that makes her off limits to everyone. I don’t think she really even wanted to come to the party, anyway. The only reason she agreed is because both of our parents pushed her into it. I bet she won't even show up,” I explain, trying to paint her in the most boring light. Trust Tyler to see through my bullshit and to call me on it.

      “I’m worried about you, bro. You have never had a girl who has been unequivocally off limits like Alexis is to you now. Can you handle having a girl who not only is out of your range, but who challenges you in the way you secretly love women to do?” he asks, and I nearly spit my beer out.

      Coughing a few times to try to clear my throat of the beer that went down the wrong way, I glare at my best friend. So much for things being secret.

      “It’s not much of a secret if you know, is it?” I snap, and he just laughs, which infuriates me more.

      “Calm down, Connor. Your secret is safe. I know you, I’ve known you nearly all your life. I can tell that you hate girls who fall all over you. I know you say you want an arm candy type woman on your arm, but we both know that would bore you to death.

      “What you want is a woman who challenges you, who calls you on your shit. And by the sound of it, Alexis does exactly that. Only this time, she is off limits. So, what I’m asking is, can you keep your dick in check because there are rules that even the great Connor Knight isn’t allowed to break? One of those is that you cannot fuck your step-sister, no matter how much porn tells you that you should.”

      I look at my best friend, and I realise for the first time that he is a lot fucking wiser than I ever gave him credit for. I know he is intelligent and a naturally observant person, but I never knew he saw and collected so much. He knows things about me that I have never admitted to myself, and fuck is that scary. But if I can trust anyone, it's Tyler.

      Thinking over his questions, I take a swig of my beer and think about how best to reply. Before I get a chance, Tyler finishes a mouthful of his beer and butts in with another question.

      “Or a better question should be, are you going to be able to act normal if another guy takes a liking to Alexis?”

      Fuck! I had never even considered what my step-brother role should entail. Should I be warning people to look after her or they will feel my wrath? That type of big brother shit? As I’m contemplating it, I already know it’s bullshit, and that's not what Tyler means.

      What he is asking is: can I keep my jealousy in check and let another guy have something that I could potentially want? I know how I should feel after the way we first met, and finding out I have a step-sister I never wanted, but I can't get my brain to listen. So hating her and staying away from her is my best option.

      This is all bullshit. I have no idea why he is messing with my head like this. If I wasn’t her new step-brother, would I notice her at all? I don’t think so. Therefore, his questions are irrelevant. If she wants to challenge me, then go for it. I will put her down like I do to every other dick who tries. I will never fuck her, or want to, and so I will never get jealous.

      I keep repeating those mantras in my head and once out loud so that Tyler knows how serious I am. I don’t give a shit how off limits she is. It’s a moot point. I am not interested in her and never will be. Tyler knows better than to argue with me when I am in this kind of mood.

      Downing another shot that Mitch thrusts into my hand, we cheer and toast the start of the new year, and also to our final year at Knightsbridge Academy.

      Who knows what this year will bring? But I know for sure that I am going to make the most of it. And as for this party, I need to find a girl to fuck, and quickly. I told myself it was just to keep Ashleigh away—to let her know I am not interested in her. But when I think about fucking someone else, I can’t help but think of Lexi and her petite, curvy body.

      Clearly this girl is fucking with my head and I need to stay as far away from her as possible. Sinking my dick into some random, nice, warm pussy is the exact distraction I need, and I intend to find a girl who is more than willing to be used and abused. Just the way I like it.
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      What the hell was I even thinking by agreeing to go to this party? I keep replaying what happened earlier in my head and I know exactly what happened.

      Fucking Connor Knight!

      He got under my skin and I couldn’t help but react. Nobody has ever irked me the way he does, and as a result, I behave like a stupid idiot when I’m around him. I instantly felt like he was challenging me, but even then, that shouldn’t matter. I didn’t rise to stupid peer pressure challenges. Without meaning to sound geeky, I am above all of that. But clearly being near this asshole brings out a whole new side to me. One who is not afraid to shout at assholes or challenge them with my very big set of balls.

      This new me—and her very big set of balls—is now pacing around my room in circles. Why did I do this? Now I need to go to a party. And not just any party, but my very first, and it’s the make or break one of the year.

      I just wanted to start at a new school, go virtually unnoticed, graduate, and then get out of here. But it doesn’t look like that’s how things are going to work out.

      I can already tell that Connor Knight is not the type of person who likes to fly by under the radar, and so anyone associated with him will have no choice but to be thrown into the limelight.

      Freaking out over what the hell I am going to do, I run over to my desk and flip open my laptop. Pulling up the video chat, I quickly press several times more than is necessary on the picture of my best friend, Rik. The typical ringing sounds and I chant “pick up, pick up” over and over again. As his face fills my screen, I can’t help the little sigh that leaves my body, and I feel myself instantly relax. I just know that he will help me face all my problems.

      “Hey, baby girl, what’s going on? You look like death and your school hasn’t even started yet!” he says, and I instantly want to run into his arms and get a massive hug.

      Most people look at Rik, see how hot he is, and don’t understand that we aren’t a couple. But the truth is, we have never even thought about being in that place. We have been best friends since we were five years old, and so he has always been more like a brother to me.

      When we started high school, we couldn’t have become more different, yet our friendship was never strained. He would sit with all the popular kids, and I would sit with the geeky kids. We are polar opposites, yet every night, we walked home together and spent time at each other’s house; then come the next day, we would walk back to school together. We have never been bothered that we don’t match or have anything in common at school because we were inseparable away from all the teenage drama.

      Don’t get me wrong, some of the girls at school have always hated our friendship and felt like I am in their way. But the truth is that if they just found a way to get along with me, then Rik would be won over by them. The ones who try to challenge me, they are the ones that he can’t stand.

      He has always been there for me and my shoulder to cry on. Of everything—from the minute I found I was moving—losing Rik was immense for me. I love him and I felt like I needed him to help me get by day-to-day without my mum. So, that's why he set up this video chat and assured me that if ever I needed him, he would be there for me. Now I’m putting that to the test.

      “I need your help. I think I just had some kind of out-of-body experience and now I am legit going to die,” I rush out whilst trying to get control over my breathing.

      “Okay, calm down. You are not going to die. Just tell me what happened,” he says in his usual soothing but firm tone. He knows I don’t need to be coddled too much.

      “Connor Knight happened!” I didn’t even need to say anything else.

      Rik sat up straighter and rolled his eyes. He had spent the last week listening to me talk about our first meeting—well, our second, because he can’t know about the first—and how much his fucking mother goes on about him. He doesn’t say anything, he just waits for me to continue.

      “So he throws a big party to start the year, and it's like a make or break for people—particularly newbies. His mother actually had the nerve to tell me about it and she told me I need to attend if I want to make any friends. Conner then chirped in and said that he didn’t invite me because it’s not my type of thing.

      “So then an alien me basically said I love to party and that I can’t wait to be there. What the fuck was I thinking? So in like two hours I need to be at a party that will determine my life, and I really can’t deal with that right now,” I say.

      The more I talk, the more I start to hyperventilate, thinking about my awkward, dorky self trying to go to a party and not fuck up this entire year. Because as much as I say that I am just here for this year and then I’m getting as far away as possible, a year in high school can feel like an eternity if you make an enemy of the wrong person.

      “Calm down, baby girl. I've got you. Just go and shower and I will have someone knocking on your door in around twenty minutes’ time. She will sort you out,” he explains, and I feel so confused.

      “Who… what? Who do you know here that you can send to help me?”

      “Well, you know we have played Knightsbridge a few times at football, and the last tournament that we played in, we were there overnight. I met someone who I hook up with at times. I know you don’t want to know about all of my hook ups, but this one can help you.

      “We are on a time crunch, so I’m hanging up and you need to get on with the shower. Penny will be with you soon. Make sure you listen to everything she has to say. I trust her, baby girl, so please give her a shot,” he says as reassuringly as he can.

      I’ve got to admit, I’m feeling calm just  because he trusts this girl. So, I do as he says and head off for a shower.

      I’m in my shorts and cami lounge wear, brushing my tangled mass of knots, when there’s a knock on the door. I look at the clock and realise Penny is incredibly punctual.

      Opening the door, I am shocked to see a tiny girl with a short brown pixie cut, wide bright green eyes, and a face that looks oddly perfect. Her mouth is slightly too big and her nose slightly too small, her ears a little more pointed than normal, yet on her, it all looks amazing. She looks exactly like her hair style suggests: a beautiful little pixie. Even her body is small, and despite not having any real curves, she isn’t any less beautiful. She is wearing simple leggings and a baggy t-shirt, making it very obvious she was in the process of getting ready for this evening when Rik called her over.

      I have seen every one of Rik’s girlfriends or hook-ups and none of them have ever looked like this. He normally likes them curvy, with big tits and hips you can grab. His words, not mine! But he also typically goes for girls who are a bit fake looking; face covered in make-up, extensions, dyed hair, fake boobs, lip fillers, etc. You name it and that's normally what he likes.

      Penny here is quite the opposite. She is a rare natural beauty and I can see why Rik likes her. Looks wise, there's nothing not to like, but she still shocks me.

      As Penny discreetly clears her throat, I realise I have been standing there just staring at her and haven’t said a word. Luckily, she breaks the silence.

      “Lexi? Hi, I’m Penny. Can I come in?” she asks in a very posh British accent.

      Clearly this girl is from pure wealth. Most of the families who want people to know they are in the upper classes of wealth make sure their poshest voice is heard. My mother hadn’t been bothered by that. She said I could sound however I wanted to. Although, now I am starting to wish I’d had posh people voice training, as I'm sure most people at this school will sound like this.

      “Yes, I’m so sorry. Please excuse my manners and come in. It's nice to meet you, Penny,” I say, holding my hand out for her to shake and being as polite as possible.

      “Relax, Lexi. I may come from an upper class family, but I don't behave like that in my time off. I can’t believe I’m finally meeting you after all this time. Rik has told me so much about you. I am so very sorry about your mum,” she says politely, but with a lot less formality.

      At the usual mention of my mum, I freeze and try to catch my breath as it comes in pants. I smile through it and simply nod, not trusting my voice not to crack until I have gotten full control over my emotions. My eyes start to well up, but I can’t lose it now.

      When I finally feel like I can breathe again, I decide to concentrate on the other part of the conversation. It's obvious that Penny noticed my freak out, yet she just left me to it. I already like this girl.

      “I’m truly sorry the same can’t be said for you. Why would he not tell me that you and he were together? I’m supposed to be his best friend. We'll definitely be having words,” I say, but she can obviously see through my mock stern voice.

      She clearly knows more about Rik and my relationship than I gave her credit for, because she knew I would never interfere in his personal relationships, and he wouldn’t with mine. But we are there when the other needs them.

      “Honest answer,” she says as she strolls into my room, pulling a large case with her and sitting herself down on the chair next to my desk. “For a while, we didn’t really define anything. We live over an hour away from each other, and according to not just our school but also our families, we are rivals. My father and his have both been competition in business, possibly going back generations.

      “At first, the fact we were both off limits—and neither was the other's obvious type—it made it so much more… dangerous and sexy. Then over time, we realised we weren’t just having sex anymore. We were dating, and we both liked it. However, we still tell people we are just hooking up to reduce any stress. So that's where we are now.

      “Rik mentioned what happened to you and that you would be moving to Knightsbridge, and I told him if you ever needed me, I would be there. But ideally, I want us to grow a friendship naturally or not, if that turns out to be what happens.”

      I smile. I like that she wants to be friends with me, but also that she doesn’t want to force it. In the past, Rik’s girlfriends have either cosied up to me in the hope it will make him like them more, and ditched me as soon as he was no longer interested, or they felt threatened by what we have and tried to freeze me out. Penny was completely different, and I liked it.

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to help me. I don’t know why I even said yes to coming to this damn party. I hate parties,” I say stubbornly, and Penny lets out a light tinkling laugh that sounds as magical as she looks.

      “From what Rik tells me, you and Knight seem to rub each other the wrong way. So you agreed to this because he said you couldn’t go, that it wasn’t your sort of thing. But let me tell you something about Connor Knight, he is a master manipulator. For all you know, he may have wanted you to be at this party and said exactly what he needed to in order to give you no choice. Just, whatever you do, remember that you might be walking exactly into his plan,” she says, sounding like she knows a bit more about Connor than I expect.

      “Thank you. I will keep that in mind. We didn’t exactly have the best first meeting, and I think ever since then, he hasn’t really liked me. Plus, he has Mrs Knight constantly telling him that he has to look after me like a brother would, and I can see that annoys him. We may be related by marriage only, but that will never really make us family.”

      As I am speaking, I know Penny is listening because she keeps muttering words of agreement to what I am saying, but at the same time, she is opening up the large aluminium case on wheels that she brought with her. I watch as it opens, revealing several more smaller parts and containing more make-up and accessories than I can even imagine.

      “Sounds to me like there is a story there, and a good one, since you haven’t even told Rik. Before you say anything, I like you and I want us to see if we can become friends. That means keeping both my relationships with you separate. What you say to me is confidential, I promise.

      “So, you tell me the good Knight story, and I will help you find something to wear to this ridiculous party. That sounds like a good bargain?” she asks me, and of course, I am only too happy to talk to her about it.

      Rik is a good judge of character. He wouldn’t have brought Penny into my world if he didn’t trust her. I had been keeping the meeting with Connor to myself because there is no way on earth I could tell Rik, but I need to talk to someone about it. I had spent the last week wishing Mum was here for me to talk to.

      But, before I agree—and I obviously will—I just have one question.

      “Is this party really as bad as I have heard? Can it make or break people?” I ask, my voice quivering like I already know the answer.

      “Yes, Lexi, sadly this party will determine how good the rest of your school year will be. Last year, four people quit, transferring elsewhere, before school even started because of how the party went down. So I will be with you, by your side the whole time. But you have got to listen to me. If the Elites give instructions, then you follow.

      “They want you to do a shot, then you do one. Don’t moan, don’t act shy, because you will get eaten alive. Tonight, for one night only, you are going to be playing a role, but you have to play it for your own survival. Okay?” she asks.

      I feel a shudder ripple down my spine, and I start to panic over what the hell I have gotten myself into. But of course, I agree.

      For tonight, I will be whoever Penny tells me to be. My life is hard enough right now without having any extra shit added on top. What baffles me is how the hell Connor Knight has so much power over people’s lives.

      Just the mere thought of him has me remembering my deal with Penny, and as we look through my closet for something to wear, I start to think back to a week ago when I met Connor for the first time.
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      One Week Ago

      I sit in the back seat of the ridiculous car that Mrs Knight and Daniel drove to collect me in, looking around at the couple of suitcases that I have. This is literally all we had room for in the car. Mrs Knight kept saying that I didn’t need the things that I wanted to bring with me. She said she would buy everything new. In the end, I lost my temper with her interference. Daniel just hovered, failing to get involved—which is actually the story of my life.

      It was bad enough that I had lost my mum, my childhood home, and my school, but now they wanted me to get rid of all my things and just get new stuff. Like my life could be easily replaced.

      From their point of view, they have the money so it can be replaced, but they fail to see the emotional link. Although the longer I spend with them, it becomes clearer—particularly for Tamara Knight—that maybe she isn’t capable of emotions. Something she obviously passed on to her son.

      Daniel tries to talk to me the whole ride back to their summer house. They have a summer house because during school time, they all like the Knightsbridge Academy accommodations.  Tamara is the headmistress, and Daniel is the physical education coach—which I guess is one of the only positions they could give him without any real qualifications.

      From the minute I got in the car, until we pulled up at the Knight’s summer residence, it was like Daniel was trying to fit eighteen years of fatherhood into an hour-long journey. Except, I wasn’t interested.

      When he showed up at the funeral, I made it very clear that I had no interest in being his daughter. I would only live with them because I have no choice, but as soon as I don’t have to, I won't. This seemed to make him sad, but I felt nothing for him. All I kept thinking about was a young girl who kept desperately asking her mum why she didn’t have a dad, and why he didn’t love her enough to come to her birthdays or Christmas.

      We arrive at a large modern house with giant floor to ceiling windows and a wrap-around balcony that overlooks what I am sure is a heated swimming pool. A few steps farther and there is a small private area of beautiful, white sandy beach. I can’t help but be impressed by how beautiful the house is. I am a little sad to be only staying here for a week now.

      A butler runs down the steps and welcomes us back to the house. I hear him introduce himself and I wave hello, but I am too busy admiring the view to engage in conversation. Tamara offers to give me a tour of the house, but the butler very delicately interrupts her.

      “I am sorry to interrupt, Mistress. You and Mr Daniel have a meeting with the school board in thirty minutes to hand over Miss Lexi’s transcripts. Then the board has a full schedule. I would be happy to give Miss Lexi a tour once I have finished a few time sensitive jobs,” he says gently. He is clearly worried about upsetting Tamara, which seems bizarre when he is simply reminding her of her obligations.

      “Oh yes, I forgot about the board meeting. Lexi, will you be okay here for a couple of hours by yourself? I don’t think my boy, Connor, will be back any time soon, so I can introduce you when I get back,” she explains.

      I have heard her talk constantly about the apple of her eye, her son, Connor, but even with all her talk, I can’t get a read for what he is really like. I know he is my age, though, so you never know. Maybe we will get along really well. My best friend, Rik, is a guy, and I always feel like I deal with the simplicity of men easier than I do the bitchiness of women.

      “I will be fine. This place is nowhere near as big as my house. I can have a look around and I’m sure I won't get lost. I may even go for a swim, if that's okay?” I ask.

      “You don’t need to ask, honey. Our home is your home now. Make yourself comfortable and do whatever you want. Timothy is here to help you, so just ask,” Daniel says, pointing to the butler when he says ‘Timothy’; which is good, since I hadn’t heard when he introduced himself.

      I try not to react to him calling me honey, like I really am his daughter and he is more than just a sperm donor, but if I argue, it will take them longer to leave.

      I throw my backpack over my shoulders, tuck my handbag into the crook of my elbow, and somehow manage to grab the handle of each suitcase in my hands. Luckily they are on wheels and so not too difficult to move.

      “No, no, Miss Lexi. Please, allow me,” insists Timothy.

      I wave him off, telling him I am perfectly capable and he said he had a lot to do. I give everyone a polite smile and say bye to Tamara and Daniel, who are looking at me like I have grown a second head. I may have been raised surrounded by staff and millions, but my mum raised me to be independent. She taught me that if I could do it myself, then I very much should.

      I wander around the house that is much bigger than it looks from the outside until I finally find my room. It's large and bright with white walls and has a whole wall that is just a window. The window overlooks the back space, and there's a small balcony that is just for me. It overlooks the pool and the beach. I can already imagine how beautiful it will be sitting here to watch the sunset.

      The room comes with its own very large bathroom with a power jet shower and a sunken, extra-large jacuzzi bath. There's no denying that it's beautiful and luxurious. There's one remaining door left, and I am hoping it's a closet for me to store my clothes as there doesn’t appear to be any wardrobes.

      When I open it, I’m stunned to find that it is full of loads of different styles of clothes. All in my exact size, and organised into categories. I can’t help but be impressed by the level of organisation that has gone into it. That’s obviously why Tamara kept saying I didn’t need too many clothes.

      As I look through them, it's obvious that I will never wear some, but some are great. I also see a section of bathing suits and bikinis, so I decide to wear one of those rather than dig through my cases to find mine. Normally, I would only wear a swimsuit in public—not being one to draw attention to my body. But today is unnecessarily hot and there is nobody here but me. So I pull the gorgeous, yet very small black bikini off its special hanger and make my way to the bathroom to put it on.

      My reasonably sized boobs fit into the small triangles patches—just—and I make sure to tighten the string to ensure I have no mistakes. I pull on the bikini bottoms before re-tying the string on the side to make sure they are secure enough to withstand me swimming. I also internally throw out a Hail Mary that I had my waxing session before I came here.

      This bikini is small and very exposing, not at all my usual style, but I know I am practically alone, and I can’t deny that I don’t look bad in it. In fact, the way it sits shows off my curves and naturally pale skin beautifully. Pale skin was the reason why I wanted to just get even the tiniest bit of sun before I start at the new school.

      Making my way downstairs, I see that Timothy has set me up with a sun lounger that currently has an umbrella up over it. He has laid out a couple of towels and sat out what looks to be a glass of homemade lemonade. Walking over, I take my flipflops off and leave my sunglasses on the table. I take a gulp of the lemonade, and loving the taste, I gulp down almost half the glass.

      Even under an umbrella, I can feel the unnaturally warm British weather getting to me. The air is close and there is no wind, making the heat from the sun so much more unbearable. I had already developed a fine layer of sweat from being in the stuffy car for an hour. Sinking into the water was exactly what I needed. Maybe I will go to the beach tomorrow.

      Walking down the steps into the water, I love the slight drop in temperature from the natural air. It’s obvious that the heating in the pool isn’t necessary right now, and the slight chill in the water is exactly what I need to cool down.

      Once I am fully submerged, I float around for a bit, allowing the lovely coldness from the water to lower my body temperature. When I feel like our temperatures are merging, I start doing lengths. I’m so focused, pushing myself to do the lengths as quickly and as powerfully as possible. I may have stopped following my dream after mum died, but I still need to keep in shape, and swimming has always been my favourite place to do that.

      After what feels like almost an hour, I can feel the heat bouncing off my shoulders and back. It’s time to rehydrate with some lovely lemonade and get out of the sun for a while.

      As I climb out of the pool, I am so much in my own world that I don’t realise there is a large shadow leaning against the wall next to the pool. The wall is part of the building, so anyone in the house wouldn’t be able to see that there was someone there. It's even difficult for people in the pool, but anyone on the private beach would have no problem.

      My heart starts to race, and I panic. Who can this be? I saw how much security we went through to get into this building. Even the beach is cordoned off. Whoever this is, was let in.

      The farther I get out of the pool, the more I see. This guy looks to be about my age, but he is over a foot taller than me. He is wearing wet board shorts and there are beads of water running from his wet floppy hair, down his cheek, across his pecs, and over each and every very distinguished abdominal muscle, before disappearing down a very distinct V and into the happy trail.

      I’m not even ashamed to admit that I am staring. This guy has the body of a God, but his face is scrunched up into an array of emotions. At first, I think it's just pure anger, but then I see there's also some disgust and passion in there.

      Initially, I think he is just looking at me, wondering who I am, but I think he is also checking me out. It’s not something that happens to me often, but I can feel the way his gaze rakes over my body. So I don’t know why he is so annoyed that he caught me checking him out. I was at least trying to be a bit discreet.

      When I am fully out of the pool, I walk towards the towel so I can get covered up before I introduce myself. But after only a couple of steps, I feel his hand on my wrist. Before I realise what is happening, he drags me back and pins me against the wall, using his hand against my neck. He isn’t pressing to cause me any breathing issues, but he also isn’t letting up enough so that I am comfortable or can speak.

      “I don’t know who the fuck you are, but you obviously didn’t get the message. Coming to my house and trying to seduce me will not work. If I want to fuck you, I will pick you up on a night out. I made it clear when the first couple of whores let themselves in at the beginning of the summer that this is my private space. You will be punished,” he says.

      I start to panic at the situation. My heart races, and I can hear it in my head, almost like it is deafening me. I know I need to say something to let him know I am allowed to be here, but my brain just can’t put together what to say. When I feel him release the hold on my neck just slightly—enough that I can breathe better and talk—I blurt out the first thing I can think of.

      “I don’t want to fuck you. I’m just here to swim,” I say in a rush.

      His face contorts with a bit of confusion before he starts laughing.

      “Do you really expect me to believe that you are not here, wearing that ridiculously exposing bikini, because you want to fuck me? You have just broken in to swim, when there is a public beach around three-hundred meters away?”

      As he describes my bikini, I feel him look down at my body. And the more he does, the more I get turned on. I can’t help it. No matter how much of an ass he is, he’s still a hot guy looking at my body like he wants to devour me.

      My nipples respond and they tighten. Given how tightly the bikini is plastered to my body, thanks to the water, my erect nipples soon become very apparent. I know the exact moment he sees because his grin turns wicked, like I just proved him right.

      I try to stammer out a response, but he doesn’t want to hear what I have to say, so he keeps the pressure firmly on my neck. Then, much to my surprise, he slowly skims his free hand up my right arm. His touch is feather light, like he is barely touching me, but for some reason, it feels like it burns. My stomach clenches in anticipation. When his hand reaches my shoulder, he drapes it across my collar bone before circling my nipple on the outside of my bikini top.

      He draws lazy circles around my nipple, occasionally running a finger over the tight bud, but mostly staying away from the area, deliberately trying to drive me mad. I want to push him away; I want to yell, but the way he stares at me is mesmerising. I know he is trying to humiliate me, or to get me to say what he wants to hear, but I can’t speak even if I wanted to.

      Slowly his other hand moves to the opposite breast and repeats his actions, but this time he goes even farther. Gently, he rubs the pad of his thumb across the tight nub of my nipple before squeezing it as hard as he can.

      I can't contain the yelp that escapes my lips, but it is soon replaced by a moan I have been desperately trying to keep back. When his thumb skims over my now very sensitive nipple, it's like a direct link is connected to my core, and I feel myself heating up.

      A slight blush spreads to my cheeks at the embarrassment of this situation. I’ve never been with a boy before, yet this asshole is playing my body like it's an instrument that only he knows how to use.

      “Don’t tell me you’re not enjoying this, Angel,” he whispers into my ear, and just the feel of his warm breath next to my ear has shivers running down my spine. “If this isn’t what you came for, then you shouldn’t be enjoying this. You should be pushing me away.”

      As he says that, I know it's true, but I also know that I want to feel what he can give me. In fact, I’ve never craved someone the way I do him.

      While one of his hands keeps pressure on my neck, the one that has been practically torturing my hard nipples suddenly starts moving down my stomach. He stops at my bellybutton to circle around the little jewel he finds there—the one that nobody knows about. He then goes lower, right to the edge of my bikini bottoms.

      Skimming the edges, I think he is going to slide a finger below the fabric, but he doesn’t. Instead, he just continues tracing along the edges. When I’m finally at a breaking point and I just want him to do something, I feel him at my neck. Just below the ear he was whispering in not long ago, he now peppers tiny, barely there, but incredibly hot kisses. I can hear myself whimpering, desperate for him.

      I know when he finds the small part of my neck that turns me on, because my whimpers turn to a moan. It feels as though he is so in tune to my reactions because he picks up on it and focuses his attention on that spot, sucking and licking as hard as he can.

      My arms, which have been lying aimlessly at my side until now, decide to get involved. As if of their own accord, my hands grip at his hair, pulling slightly, yet making sure to hold him in place. I chose to ignore the little chuckle of his that I feel against my sensitive neck.

      I’m so overwhelmed with sensations that I almost miss his finger—that had been circling the top of my bikini bottoms—finding its way below the material. He runs his fingertip along the length of my slit. I moan and drop my hands to his hard, muscular biceps, gripping as tightly as I can.

      “Ohhh, Angel, you feel so wet. Is all that because of me?” he asks, continuing to lazily trace his finger along the slit.

      Every time I think he is going to reach my clit, he changes direction. It is maddening. I don’t bother to answer because my brain cannot form words. This cocky, but beautiful, asshole already knows the answer.

      When he realises that I’m not going to answer, he gently moves his fingers up to my clit and presses hard. I’m surprised that the guttural moan I release isn’t heard all the way back in the house.

      My brain starts to think about what will happen if my father and stepmother return, but I can’t think about that. I’ve never wanted to be touched by a guy like this, and there's no denying this guy knows what he's doing.

      As if to prove a point, he then slowly swipes his finger up and down my core, circling my tight bud. I whimper and scratch at his arms. I feel like I am clawing at him to get closer. There's no denying now that I am tilting my hips, desperate for more of this guy. Swirling his finger around the entrance to my soaked pussy, I feel his breath on my ear again.

      “Are you getting wet just for me? Is this what you wanted, Angel? Do you want me to slide my fingers deep into your cunt and make you feel good?” he asks in a deep, breathy voice that is different from the cocky one he started with. He sounds like he is almost panting along with me.

      Long past the point of words, I squeak out the best confirmation that I can give, and that seems good enough for him because his finger slides into my pussy so quickly I can't help but scream.

      I have used my own fingers down there, but never fully penetrated myself. All my toy play had been clit based. His finger is the first to go that deep, and the feeling is so incredible. I feel like I am being stretched slightly every time he moves his finger around in the slow circles he is drawing deep inside me.

      He slowly starts to pull back, and I think he is pulling his finger out. I start whimpering for him not to. I needn’t have worried, because all he does is push his finger deep again. He keeps repeating that pistoning motion, getting faster and faster. The sensations drive me crazy. My moans become louder and more desperate.

      “Fuck, you feel so tight. Can you feel your greedy cunt squeezing my finger?”

      His dirty words cause a flush to spread to my cheeks, and I lower my face, trying to hide my shame from him because he is right. I can feel it. I can feel how much I want his fingers, and so much more.

      As a second finger joins the first, I bite on my lip hard. I desperately try not to let out a moan, not wanting him to know how desperate I am for him. There is a part of me that wants to beg him for more, but the other part of me, shamed by his words, can’t bring myself to do it.

      That’s when I feel the hand around my neck move up slightly, moving my head so I have no choice but to look up at his beautiful, cruel face. The cocky smirk on his face tells me he knows exactly what he is doing, and I am powerless to stop him. The question is, do I want to?

      “Look at me, Angel. I wanna see those pretty eyes. Are you embarrassed because your tight pussy is so hungry for me? Isn’t this what you wanted? Are you going to deny this is not for me?” As he says the words, he pulls his fingers out of me, and I feel so empty. He holds them up beside our faces, and it is clear he is talking about the juices that now coat his fingers.

      I try to look away, not wanting to admit how fucking hot I am for him right now, but from the corner of my eye I see his fingers move. A deep moan comes from his throat, and I can't look away any longer.

      The fingers that were just deep in my hot core, drenched in my juices, are now in his mouth, and he is sucking them dry. As he is doing this, I realise the hand that was gripping my neck is grabbing hold of my wrist. He pulls my hand until I am gripping his hard shaft through his board shorts.

      At first I pull away, startled by how big he feels, and scared because this is the first cock I have ever touched. I am worried that I don’t know what to do. I don’t need to worry because his hand stays gripped over mine, guiding me in the right direction.

      “Fuck, I didn’t expect this when I saw your hot little body swimming in my pool.” I can hear him talking, but the words don’t register. My brain is too busy concentrating on the feel of his dick beneath my fingers and the stretch of his fingers as they return to my pussy.

      This time he doesn’t waste any time. He pistons his fingers into my pussy as fast and as hard as he can. My moans are almost constant now. When I feel him curve his fingers, I wonder what he is doing. But then he finds some sweet spot that feels like it sends jolts of electricity all around my body.

      “Ohhh, fuck, yes, yes. Please… please,” I stutter, not exactly sure what I am begging for, but it's the only thing I can think of.

      “Tell me what you want, Angel. Beg for it,” he whispers sensually before nibbling on my earlobe.

      “More… please… don’t stop… please. Please!” I beg, hoping that will be enough for him, because I am not quite sure I can form any more words.

      “Tell me exactly what you want now, or I will stop,” he says. As if to prove a point, his hand stills inside me. In response, I squeeze his cock through the outline of his shorts, hoping to get a reaction.

      “Fuck, you can touch me for real after you answer me. Now, be a good little girl and tell me what you want,” he growls, pulling my hand away from his cock and gripping it above my head.

      “Fuck me, please. Use your fingers. Make me come,” I beg.

      Slowly his fingers start moving again, but nowhere near what I need.

      “Please, make me come,” I shout, and before I have a chance to say anything more, I use my free hand to pull his face down to meet mine and our lips meet. So far, we hadn’t kissed; he had just used his mouth on my neck. But from the second our lips touch, it’s like we open a floodgate.

      At first his lips are soft, shocked by my actions, but that soon changes and his kiss turns as brutal as the rest of him. His tongue traces along my lips for entry, and just like the rest of my body, I hand over control instantly. His tongue battles for dominance, and I moan every time he nibbles on my lip. His fingers have returned to the same speed as before, and with a perfect memory, they find my sweet spot.

      Pressure builds deep inside, like a volcano getting ready to erupt. All my nerve endings tingles at once. He is driving me crazy. My breathing increases until it sounds like I am practically panting in between moans.

      “Do you want to come, Angel?” he asks. The bastard knows I can’t answer him. I just moan louder. “Tell me, beautiful. Tell me exactly what you want.”

      “I want to come!” I yell, and his chuckle is soon silenced as I press our lips together.

      His fingers increase their speed, pistoning in and out of my soaked pussy. At the same time, his thumb presses and circles my already swollen clit. All the nerves in my body coil together, getting ready to explode. The sensation heightens and it isn’t long before I am falling over the edge. My body shakes, my pussy tingles, and my breath comes in heavy pants as he swallows my screams.

      His other arm is no longer being used to pin me into place. Instead, he holds me up as all my limbs go limp. I sag against his body as he peppers little kisses along my jaw and down to my neck. He is behaving a lot more tenderly than the brutal boy I first encountered.

      Suddenly feeling shy, I realise my hand is still firmly pressed against his hard cock, and I don’t quite know what to do. Did I really want to lose my virginity to this stranger?

      I quickly realise, as I pull my hand away, that things have escalated quickly between us. I don’t even know who this is, but my brain is starting to catch up with my vagina to piece things together. It really should have done that around twenty minutes ago when this all started.

      “Wait a minute,” I say, placing my hand on his chest to stop his kisses. “Did you say you live here?”

      “Come on, Angel, drop the act. You have already piqued my interest and I want to know more, so you can come inside. Or I can just fuck that tight little pussy of yours here. I really don't mind,” he says, and this time, alarm bells ring.

      Placing both hands on his chest this time, I push him away.

      “Oh fuck, oh fuck, this is bad. Shit,” I mutter almost incoherently, covering my face with my hands in shame.

      He pulls on my wrists to expose my face, and given his strength, I stand no chance.

      “What is the matter with you?” he asks, looking confused.

      “Is your mother Tamara Knight?” I ask calmly, reciting a chant of hope in my head that I’m wrong. Sending it out to whatever spiritual being will listen. I really need to be wrong on this one.

      “Yes, why?”

      Fuck, I knew it. I try to look away, but he strokes one of his hands through my hair before gripping tightly and positioning my head so I am looking at him directly and have no choice but to answer.

      “I’m Lexi, Daniel’s daughter. Your new step-sister,” I say as quietly as I can, silently wishing I could undo the last half an hour, but knowing deep down that I didn’t really want to.

      It’s the most erotic, sexual thing that has ever happened to me, and I have no intention of forgetting it. I just need to train my brain to see him as my step-brother now, instead of the gorgeous sex God I see before me now.

      He steps away from me as quickly as possible, dropping all contact to get as far away as he can. “Are you fucking kidding me? Surely you knew when I said I lived here that I was Connor. Your fucking brother!” he yells angrily.

      “Don’t fucking yell at me. Actually, I told you I wasn’t here to fuck you, but you didn’t even give me a chance to think or explain why I was here. You just assumed I was here to fuck you,” I yell back.

      His sneer quickly turns his face a lot uglier than I like it. I need to remember him angry and disgusted like this.

      “Well, it looks to me like I was right, since you just came all over my hand,” he sneers at me, his grin turning into a lopsided smirk.

      “You had your hands all over me first, if we are getting technical,” I say. I know I’m being petty, but I don’t want him to ruin this first experience for me. I’m already feeling enough shame as it is.

      “Well, I can promise you that won’t happen again, Sis,” he spits before storming off into the house.

      But as he goes, I see his face drop the way mine did, the sadness of our situation finally settling in. I also see him adjust his still hard cock, meaning the idea that I am his step-sister doesn’t put him off completely. Fuck, that is exactly the sort of thing I need to keep out of my head. I also know I need to stay out of Connor Knight’s way.
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      I watch Penny’s face as I tell her the story. Around halfway through the story, she picks up a magazine I have lying nearby and starts to fan her face. I don’t blame her, I know our first encounter was hot, and I wish we’d met under different circumstances.

      Ever since that week, Connor has made it his life mission to piss me off, to make me look stupid, or just generally ignore me. I want to say I hate him—and part of me does—but then the other part of me remembers that day. Not just the hotness of the act itself, but the way he held me afterwards and peppered my skin with little kisses. Not to mention the way he called me Angel. I still dream about it.

      “Holy fuck, you really are screwed,” says Penny, as she slams down the magazine. “Now I’m really glad Rik called me. I have to make you look banging to show Connor what he is missing. Better yet, you need to meet someone. I’m telling you now there are not a lot of good guys at Knightsbridge, but there are some. Stick with me tonight, and I will see you are okay, yes?” Penny asks, and I can’t help but frown.

      I am grateful to her for all her help. Even just in this short space of time, I can tell that Penny and I could become good friends, but she has got the wrong idea about tonight.

      “I’m sorry, Penny. I’m not really interested in hooking up with someone,” I explain, hoping the virginity issue won’t come up. But instead of being upset, she just laughs.

      “Don’t be silly, Lex. I’m not telling you to hook up with someone. You just have to show Connor that you are over him. If you don’t, you could end up labelled as one of his groupies, and you really don’t want that,” she explains.

      I raise an eyebrow, looking more than a little confused. “What the hell is a groupie?”

      Obviously, I know rock stars have groupies who follow them around and stalk them backstage, but Connor is most definitely not a rockstar.

      “They are the biggest group of bitches you will ever meet. They all hang around together but hate each other. Basically, they have all been used and abused by Connor Knight and they still want more. But everyone knows he never goes back when he’s done. Sadly his last one, Ashleigh, has still not got over their fling, which ended a while ago,” she explains.

      I shouldn’t have been shocked. I knew just by looking at him that he would be a player. I really hate the idea that I am just another notch. That what happened between us is nothing special. I also know I don’t want to hold on to that memory and become another groupie, so I have to let it go.

      “So what you are saying is that if Connor sees me flirting with other guys, even if I’m not serious, that will be enough for me to not be labelled a groupie?” I ask. Penny nods.

      Right, I can do this. Well, with Penny’s help, I can do this. I will go to the party and show my “brother” that I am not into him and have moved on.
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      Penny spends a while making sure my hair and make-up are correct, and then the time comes for us to argue about the outfit. I have already selected some skinny jeans and a cute vest top, but Penny is adamant that it isn’t enough.

      For a brief second, I can’t help but think my mum should be here, helping me decide what to wear. She always wanted me to socialise more. I try not to let the moment consume me, to let my grief overwhelm me. I make sure my face looks calm before Penny turns back around and is none the wiser.

      Penny rummages through the closet of clothes that even I didn’t know I owned. She walks out holding a small strip of black fabric and holds it out to me. My frown says it all. But she insists I try it on and when I do, she is sure she has found “the one”.

      That's how I end up standing in front of the mirror, staring at myself in the tight black bandage dress. It is strapless and goes straight across my chest, with a built-in bra that enhances my natural cleavage. Coupled with the tree of life pendant my mother gave me, I think the top looks quite nice.

      I never go anywhere without the necklace. She gave it to me around the time I was arguing with Grandmother a lot about not wanting to be a debutante. My mum basically said that this pendant represented me and our family. That no matter who my roots are or where I come from, I can still stand tall and flourish.

      She always used to encourage me to stand tall and face challenges, even if I didn’t want to, and this dress is a big fucking challenge.

      My problem is with the shortness of the skirt. It stops around mid-thigh and it is definitely shorter than I am used to. I naturally keep tugging on it to pull it down, but then remember the more I do that, the more I risk my nipples being exposed. So I just have to leave it and trust Penny when she says how knockout it looks paired with the ridiculously high heels.

      Penny steps out of the bathroom, and she looks stunning. She is wearing a pair of short daisy duke denim shorts and a black bra top. She has so much skin exposed, but she walks over to her bag and pulls out a flannel shirt. It is big on her, so she ties the front until it hangs in a knot in front of her and hangs low below her ass. Looking at the shirt, I smile when I recognise it is Rik’s.

      “Come on, let's take a picture,” says Penny.

      We spend the next few minutes going through different poses. She takes some of me, and I of her. I send one of us both to Rik, and she shows me the smiling selfie he replies with.

      “Right, we better go. No rest for the wicked,” she says and then hands me a small clutch bag that contains everything I need. I don’t plan on staying for long. Penny hooks her arm through mine and I let her lead me towards the party.

      We eventually end up at the lift I used to reach my floor when I arrived this morning, and as soon as the doors open, I can hear the faint beat of the bass that lets us know we are going in the right direction. The lift door opens on the top floor—three flights above me—and it is clear this isn’t like the rest of the dorms. I thought mine was posh, but this whole corridor has been gutted. There are three bedrooms and a bathroom at the end of the hall, but the rest is open space filled with sofas, chairs, and bean bags. There is everything you would expect to find in a guy's apartment, except this is a school dorm.

      The room is packed full of people. There are people in one corner playing some kind of video game, in another there is pool and beer pong, and taking up the majority of the room is a massive disco with strobe and disco lights set up. In one corner—before you get to the bedrooms—is a large open-plan kitchen. The work surfaces are covered with every type of drink you can think of.

      Normally, I am not much of a big drinker, but Penny has filled me in on what I need to do tonight to get Connor to see I have moved on. To do it, I am going to need some Dutch courage.

      From afar, it looks like it is just a help-yourself type thing, but once I get close, I can see there are two younger boys dressed in tuxedos, handling all the drink requests. I look over to Penny to ask who they are, but she has already seen where I am looking.

      “This is Connor's last year at Knightsbridge. Him and his boys, Tyler and Mitch—called the Elites—have ruled this school since they started, simply because of who Connor is. But that is not the way it usually works.

      “Typically, a new leader is picked every year and the responsibility of Class Dick is handed down to them, along with this place. When Connor leaves, he gets to choose the three boys who will succeed him as the next Elite. For as long as I can remember, guys have been kissing his ass for it. But this year, they will really step up their game. You will see a lot of this behaviour this year, sadly,” she says with a sigh.

      I have so many more questions, but I see how desperate she is for a drink. It’s bloody hot in here, with so many people crammed into one room.

      “Hey, Carl, get me a double Jack and Coke, will you?” Penny shouts at the tall guy standing nearest to us before turning to me. “What do you want, Lex?”

      “Same, please,” I say.

      She shouts the order at the same guy, adding a round of vodka shots to it, too. I stand there baffled because it is clear he is serving someone else, and the bar is filled with people waiting for drinks. They have been here a lot longer than us. I can hear the other guy in the tuxedo on the phone shouting about needing more pairs of hands. I know we aren’t next to be served, but clearly Penny doesn’t care.

      “I don’t think we are next, Pen,” I say, and she chuckles.

      Seconds later, the same guy comes over with both drinks and then starts pouring two vodka shots. He looks frazzled, but when he speaks to Penny, all that disappears and he flashes the brightest smile.

      “You look gorgeous as usual, Penny. Here’s your drink. Maybe we can have a dance when I get finished here,” he asks, looking hopeful, but it is clear by the stern expression on Penny’s face that she isn’t interested.

      “Not a cat in hell's chance, Carl. You had your chance and you blew it. Or to be more specific, that bitch Bianca blew it for you,” snarls Penny with a very clever innuendo.

      She grabs our drinks and starts walking away. I mutter a very embarrassed thanks before walking over to the seats Penny has found.

      “What the hell was that?” I dare to ask as Penny sits down and slams her vodka shot back before slamming the glass on the table. I repeat her actions, coughing slightly at the burn of the alcohol as it spreads down my throat.

      “He is my ex-boyfriend, Carl. Someone I would much rather forget, given that he forgot the rather important conversation we had when we both said we would be exclusive,” she says, clearly still not over his cheating.

      “I’m sorry. Is he trying to be the next Connor?” I ask, not really sure how to word it properly.

      We never had anything like this at my last school. There was never a group of students who ruled over all the others. Obviously I don’t say it right because Penny starts laughing. I take a sip of my drink and wait for her to stop.

      “Hell no. He wants to be the next Tyler. His mate, Rex, is the leader. Carl couldn’t organise a piss up in a brewery, but he is good at being a first class dickhead. So, that obviously puts him in the same category as Connor,” she says, and I nod.

      Although, I’m not entirely sure I know who the real Connor Knight is. I feel like when we first met, I got to see some of the real him—the one after some of his walls came down—but now they seem to be permanently up. All I see at the moment is his dickhead side. I’m about to comment when another boy pulls up a chair and sits at our table.

      Since Penny and I are sitting opposite each other, he sits between us. I risk a glance out of the side of my eye. The guy looks about our age with dark floppy hair that curls slightly on the ends and piercing green eyes that are staring straight at me. His lips are curved up into a slight smile.

      I discreetly check out what else I can see, even though he is sitting down. He’s wearing a tight button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and the way it clings to his body shows that he clearly works out, but he isn’t overly muscular. He is more lean because he is tall. I would have to guess well over six feet. I casually flick my eyes back to his face, and given how much his smile has grown, he sees me checking him out.

      I feel my cheeks start to blush at getting caught. But there is something missing. Don’t get me wrong, whoever this is, he’s a really good looking bloke, but he just doesn't do it for me. I don’t feel my heart race or have the urge to keep looking at him. I feel like I’m going to sigh. Luckily, he starts to speak, covering it.

      “Hey Nellie, who's the new girl?” asks the guy.

      I wonder if he is drunk and knows who we really are. He obviously knows enough to know I’m new, but he doesn’t know Penny’s name. Penny must have seen my confused expression as she starts to laugh.

      “Sorry, Lex, this is Brandon. He is a friend of mine. I have known him practically since I was born, given we live next door to each other. My full name is Penelope, but he has always found it funny to call me Nellie instead,” she explains, clearly not amused. She turns to face Brandon. “This is Alexis, but she goes by Lexi, and yes, she is new here.”

      Brandon smiles at me and holds out his hand for mine. I give him it and I think he is going to shake it, but instead, he kisses it like an old-fashioned gentleman would. I want to swoon because that's such a sweet thing to do, but still nothing.

      “Hello, Alexis, I’m Brandon. I usually get called Bran or Johnny. It’s great to have you here. Do you want another drink?” he asks, all sweetness and politeness—just what I should like.

      “I go by Lexi, thanks. So, I get Bran, but I have no idea why you would get called Johnny,” I say, expressing my confusion.

      He laughs, a deep, infectious sound. There is no denying he has a beautiful smile.

      “That would be my fault because I didn’t tell you my last name is Johnston,” he explains, and I nod, now understanding.

      “Now that the introductions are over and I have had my starter drinks, who is up for a game of beer pong?” asks Penny, and Bran chuckles.

      “Can we ever go to a party where you don’t play beer pong?” he asks.

      She tuts at him, before saying never. Apparently, Penelope is fiercely competitive and beer pong is the ultimate party game for her to rule. I, on the other hand, am a bit more reluctant. As this is my first party, it’s also the first time I have seen beer pong in real life. I have heard about it, but seeing it is very different.

      “Urm, I have never played before,” I say.

      Pen looks at me in utter shock, whereas Brandon simply shakes his head in despair. Thankfully, it’s aimed at Pen and not me.

      “Don’t worry. Just watch what Nellie does, she always goes first. Then copy her. In some double or team games, you might not even get to your turn—she is that good. But Penny can play solo first. If after watching the first couple of games, you don’t want to play, then you don’t have to. Pen can play by herself, if she finds a competitor. Some people won't play her,” he says, and I nod, pleased he isn’t forcing me to take part.

      “Suits me. I'm happy to stand back,” I say, but Brandon pulls me along with him.

      Penny must have been eyeing up the table because the current game is just finishing. Penny walks over to the centre of the table and places down a paper note of cash. I can’t see from here how much, but she places the red cup she is using for her drink on top of it.

      “A hundred pounds for anyone who wants to take on the reigning champion,” shouts Penelope. Straight away, a good-looking guy comes over and places a note on top of Penny’s, under the cup.

      “I will challenge you, Penny. As long as you don’t break my table again by getting too aggressive. Deal?” the mysterious guy adds.

      I can’t help but laugh, the idea of little Penny breaking a ping pong table is laughable.

      “Oh, don’t underestimate Penny. She destroyed the last table all because Tyler said her turn had been a foul shot,” says Bran, and I can’t control my laugh.

      Who would have guessed? I wonder if Rik knows her talent.

      I feel myself getting jostled around, and as I turn slightly, I notice a group of people have joined us to observe the game. Apparently, beer pong is serious shit to these people.

      “Who did you say he is again?” I ask, not picking up on the name he used before.

      “That would be Tyler. He is Connor Knight's number two—his right-hand man. And the guy standing behind him is—”

      I miss what Bran says as people cheer for Pen as the competitors are announced to the crowd. Given the amount of people here to watch, this is an important match up.

      Bran has continued, oblivious to the cheers. “They are basically a group of assholes, but women love them. Tyler and Pen have this argument at every party. One time she will win, the next he will. They are essentially evenly matched. I often say they should play duets, but they don’t,” Bran explains to me.

      I thank him just as silence fills the area around us, and the atmosphere becomes tense.

      The party music still continues, but it is as though everyone who wants to watch the epic battle has entered a bubble where no noise is made. The importance of this outcome is obvious.

      Tyler wins the coin toss and opts to throw first. Sure enough, his first shot hits the cup perfectly. Penny downs her compensation shot straight away, and Tyler continues. His next throw is perfect, too.

      Tyler proceeds to get a further two in, four in total, until his next ball bounces off the edge of the red cup, and now it is Penny's turn. She whizzes through hers and is halfway through the game when I feel hands grip my hips and practically pull me back into a rock-hard chest. Before I have a chance to move, a familiar breath touches my neck and shivers run down my spine.

      “Don’t move,” he whispers, and I realise I can't, even if I want to.

      I start to panic that people will be able to see, but I realise that everyone is too preoccupied with the game. To anyone who does see us, we just look like we are standing squashed together, like the rest of the crowd.

      “Did you wear this for me? To show off that sexy little body of yours, Angel?” Connor whispers in my ear.

      I feel like I am getting whiplash. For the last week, he has treated me like public enemy number one, yet now he is using his nickname for me again. I want to hate him, to tell him to fuck off, but the way he says ‘Angel’ has me entranced. I know I can’t speak because Brandon will hear, but I can use my hands.

      Placing them on top of Connor's hands, I try to remove him from my hips, but it's no good. His grip is too tight. I may even have bruises as a result.

      “You better not be dressed up like that for this tool here. You are forbidden from dating anyone else,” he whispers in my ear, and that is the final straw.

      Anger bubbles under the surface. Don’t get me wrong, I feel a whole load of other things too, but I concentrate on the anger for now. Not bothering about if people see, I turn in his arms, stand on my tiptoes, and whisper in his ear.

      “Fuck you. You don’t get to dictate what I can and cannot do, or who either. Do I make myself clear, Brother?” I sneer at him.

      His fingers dig into my hips again, clearly not happy with what I said. He is staring at me with a look of disgust, but I can see he has the same lust burning in his eyes as I do.

      Thankfully, our little interaction is put on hold when the crowd around us starts to cheer. I turn around in time to see two boys hoisting Penny onto their shoulders, chanting about how she is the greatest. I look over at her opponent, hoping he isn’t too disappointed, but he isn’t looking anywhere except at me.

      Confused, I look behind me to see if Connor is still there and that is who he is looking at, but when I look back, his smile is brighter. I look away, flushed.

      Luckily, I’m interrupted by Penny, who comes running over to give me and Brandon a play-by-play replay of the game she just won. As we make our way over to the bar, people ask her if she wants to play them, but she declines.

      “Why won’t you play with anyone else?” I ask, and she shrugs her shoulders.

      “Tyler is the second best. If someone ever beats him, then I will play them to prove I’m the best. But there's no fun in playing people you know you are going to smash,” she replies, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “Wow, I have just learnt a whole other side to you right now, Penny, and you scare me slightly,” I joke, but I am, like, seventy-five per cent serious. Girl is a badass, and I’m glad to have her as a friend.

      “Just don’t ever play Monopoly with her,” says Brandon as we reach the bar. Pen rolls her eyes, but Brandon is very serious. “For real, Lexi. I nearly lost an eye when she threw the board Frisbee-style at my head because she was sure I was cheating,” he says, looking distraught.

      “You were cheating,” shouts Penny.

      Brandon denies it and they get into an even bigger argument. I ignore them and go over to the bar, waiting my turn for a drink. I feel someone come and stand beside me, which isn’t unusual since everyone around the make-shift bar area is crammed together like sardines. But I know it’s him because I feel his eyes on me. I risk a glance out of the side of my eye.

      “Carl, here, now,” he shouts, adding “please” at the end, almost like an afterthought.

      The young guy behind the bar puts the drink he is preparing on the counter and practically runs over to us.

      “Yes, Tyler. Sorry for the wait. What can I get you?” he asks, and much to my surprise, Tyler points my way.

      “Ladies first,” he says.

      I turn and smile at him. With this queue, I would have been here for ages. I order another Jack and Coke, and Tyler orders a beer and a round of tequila shots. As Carl is preparing everything, Tyler turns to face me, smiling.

      “Hey, I’m Tyler. Would you like to have a tequila shot with me and maybe a dance?” he asks, and I turn to observe him.

      I’d planned on saying no—not wanting to get caught up with another dick like Connor—but Tyler doesn’t seem anything like him. He looks genuine as he speaks to me, and his smile really does warm my insides.

      “If you aren’t sure, I can always use some of my best corny chat up lines. Advanced warning, though, they have been a spectacular failure in the past, so I may need your leniency,” he jokes, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Hi, I’m Lexi, and yes, I would love some tequila, but I will pass on the pick-up lines for now,” I say, despite having absolutely no idea what tequila tastes like. All I know is that this guy seems nice, and I wanted to say yes.

      When the shots come, we are also presented with some lime and what looks like a salt shaker. I must look as confused as I feel because Tyler chuckles, but I can tell he isn’t laughing at me. Or at the fact I haven't ever done a tequila slammer—as he informs me it's called.

      We do the slammer together and he talks me through how to do it, even having me lick the salt off his hand. I blush at that, but he is so easy to talk to. He makes a few lame jokes and tells me some of his best corny pick-up lines as we talk, and he never fails to make me laugh. I can feel any nerves I had from our initial meeting disappear very quickly. His smile is infectious, and I can’t help but joke around with him.

      We go through all the normal talking points for two people when they first meet: favourite drink, favourite food, favourite film and band, etc. It’s music that really draws us together.

      “Okay, favourite band?” he asks and that’s easier than the earlier question about food.

      How can a girl choose between pizza, chocolate cake, and ice-cream? Surely the ideal meal is all of the above. That’s what I tell him, and he says he is storing that information in his memory for when he asks me out on a date. I have no idea if he will ask, but if he does, will I say yes? I hate that my first thought is what Connor will think.

      Fuck him, I think as I push him out of my mind and focus on Tyler. Telling him about my favourite music is easier than answering that.

      “Trivium,” I say and see a strange look cross his face. It’s a look I am used to. Not many people have heard of them, they’re an eclectic taste. So I explain. “They are a heavy metal band. Not exactly making the charts, but I like lots of different styles of music. My best friend likes metal, and that’s how I discovered them. They don’t often tour in England, but they came here last year. I was so excited that I travelled to Nottingham to watch them.”

      “Holy shit. You like Trivium, for real?” he asks, and now it’s my turn to look confused.

      “Yeah, why would I make that up?”

      “Women say lots of shit to get close to us. You were really at Nottingham?” he asks, clearly still sceptical.

      “Yeah, I was gutted that they didn’t play ‘Of All These Yesterdays’ because it’s my favourite,” I explain.

      “No way. I was at Nottingham, too. I love that song, but my favourite is ‘In Waves’. You can’t beat good metal vocals. That mosh pit was mental that night,” he says, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “I know. They kept picking me up and throwing me onto the crowd to surf because I’m so small. Easy to pick up and be thrown about, apparently.”

      “No way! I probably groped your ass by accident. I remember them throwing girls above me, but I was too busy singing along.”

      “Matt actually helped me off the crowd so I could go back to watching. I had a proper fangirl moment right then,” I explain, fanning my face.

      “I am so jealous of you right now,” he says, and I can’t help but laugh.

      We continue talking and laughing for what seems like ages, until he apologises and excuses himself. He tells me he will be right back and asks if I will dance with him. I’m nodding in confirmation as he runs off. I smile, shocked by how well we are getting on.

    

  







            9

          

          

      

    

    






Connor

        

      

    

    
      I watch with interest as my best friend talks to the girl I keep reminding myself is my step-sister. But I feel rage and inexplicable jealousy rearing its ugly head at the fact that he can act natural and friendly around her, while I have to be cold and distant.

      Well, if you ask Mother, I’m supposed to be friendly and accommodating, not to mention protective, but a guy’s got to protect himself in some way. I am already very aware that she wormed her way past all of my defences at once, and I never even got to fuck her, so I’m sure as hell not letting it happen again!

      His body is closer to her than it should be. He hands her the shot and motions for her to lick the salt off the back of his hand. She looks a bit unsure at first, then he whispers something in her ear and she licks it. He quickly encourages her to down the tequila shot. As soon as she is finished, he places a lime to her lips.

      I can just imagine him telling her to suck. I know my cock would be trying to poke out of my jeans, so I’m sure his is the same.

      Fuck. I thought I could handle seeing them both together, but I can’t. As they go to find a seat, I motion for him to come my way. He sees me leaning against the wall and follows my instructions, like he always does.

      “What’s up, Con? Why aren’t you enjoying the party? You normally love the start of the year bash,” he asks.

      I grimace because he is such a good guy and there's a part of me that almost feels like I am kicking a puppy.

      “I’m sorry, Tyler. I thought it wouldn’t bother me because she isn’t my real sister, but it does,” I explain.

      The lines on his forehead wrinkle together in confusion.

      “What?” he asks.

      I take a deep breath.

      “You can’t date my sister. Even though she isn’t a real sister, I feel oddly protective and I don’t know why. I know you have a blanket ban for all guys on your sister, so I hope you understand,” I say, trying to be a bit more explanatory than I needed to be. If it were anyone else, I would have told him to keep his fucking dick in his trousers and his hands somewhere else, but I have too much respect for Tyler to do that.

      “Wow, I’m sorry, bro. I didn’t realise it would bother you so much. She seems cool,” he replies, and I just nod.

      Truth is, I know nothing about her. Other than the fact she sounded like an angel when she moaned my name, but I don’t think that counts.

      “Yeah, hope it's okay,” I say as I point to the two empty chairs beside the bar that were set up just for us. “Wanna get a drink?”

      He looks over at where Lexi had been, but she has obviously moved on and so he shrugs. I knew Tyler could be relied upon. Mitch would probably take one look at her in that fucking excuse for a dress and want to fuck her, regardless of the consequences. Luckily, Tatiana, the Russian exchange student who has some very loose morals, has come back this year for the first term. He has always said she is the freakiest, yet best girl he has ever had.

      We sat having a drink and I couldn’t help but cast my eyes around the room as we talked rubbish—mostly about our school’s football team. We are in a school league and there is one team we play regularly, but the result fluctuates between them winning or us.

      This year we have a secret weapon, our new striker, Declan DeLuca. He is from a school up north that was too poor to play in our league, but he is good enough to get noticed if he gets the right kind of attention. Not that our school football makes it into any form of media, but sports coaches who are looking for talent have been known to check them out. Daniel found him personally and had Mother bring him here. I may not be sure of Daniel as a person, or a husband, but he is a bloody good coach.

      Just as I’m about to start talking to Tyler again, a girl I recognise as someone we have seen trying to climb the social ladder slides up next to me. I can’t for the life of me remember her name, but I know she has changed a lot over the summer.

      New, smaller nose, contact lenses that cover her hazel eyes instead of the thick glasses she used to wear. Her eyebrows and eyelashes look darker, almost like tattoos, yet her hair is considerably longer, so I would guess extensions. She has also changed the colour from a very dark gingery red colour to platinum blonde. It is horrendous and not at all a good look. Neither is her face, which is layered with make-up to the point that it’s difficult to tell what her real face or skin tone looks like.

      The best, new asset to have appeared over the summer is, without a shadow of a doubt, her double D breast implants. Personally, I don’t like fake tits, and I don’t really care for them if they are bigger than one of my hands, but these were so big on her petite five-foot-one, size two frame, that they look massive. Not at all practical and they do nothing for this poor girl, but the way they are pushed into her top, displaying quite a large cleavage, she obviously thinks they are her best chance at climbing that ladder.

      “Hey, Knight. Hey, Ty. You both look amazing tonight, as always,” she says as she strokes her hand down my arm and flutters some ridiculously long, fake eyelashes at us. I keep my face stoic, but ever the nice guy, Ty has to respond.

      “Hi, Mel, thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself,” he replies, and that's when her name dawned on me.

      I always thought Mel was short for Melanie, as you would expect, but it turns out her parents are weird and named her Melodic instead. Since the name has dick in it, and that amused teenage boys a lot when we first started school, she now just goes by Mel.

      “Knight, would you maybe wanna hang out later?” she asks, keeping the activity vague to maximise her chances. I am about to reply when I notice Tyler acting strange.

      Looking at Tyler as we’re talking, I notice that all of a sudden, he starts to look away, or down at the floor. Basically, anywhere other than at eye level, and a couple of seconds later, I work out why. Her floral lavender and honey smell hits me before anything else, and then Lexi is right next to us. She stands in front of Tyler, basically ignoring me.

      “Ty, I waited for you. Do you not want to dance?” she asks in a voice so timid, I could barely hear her. She isn’t using any of the anger or venom she normally uses against me. That naturally winds me up, and as Tyler starts to answer, I cut him off.

      “Does it look like he wants to dance? You can’t be that stupid that you can’t read body language. Look at him, he is not into you,” I sneer.

      Her breath catches as she considers how to respond. My best friend is looking at me like he has laser pointers in his eyes and they could take me out. Mel clearly thinks what I say is extremely funny, as she is still giggling. Not to mention the fact she is stroking her hand up and down my chest and biceps. It’s her way of staking her claim when she really does not need to.

      “Well, that's good to know. It can be difficult to know when someone is into you, and I wouldn’t have wanted to do anything inappropriate that could cause me embarrassment,” she finishes.

      Tyler’s forehead is wrinkled again in confusion, but mine isn’t. The little vixen is implying that she isn’t into me and that what happened between us was me acting inappropriately. Or maybe, given the way she glares at Mel, she could tell I’m not into her. I would have told her to fuck off earlier if it weren’t for Lexi coming over.

      I’m trying to keep my distance from Lexi, so to have her come over here and invade my space, I know I need to do something. So I don’t push Mel away. In fact, I pull her close and pretend that I am interested in what I can only describe as cling film.

      She is practically plastered to me and her hand has wandered to my junk, which she thinks is responding to her. In reality, it has only been interested in one person lately—which is exactly why I’m currently treating her like shit.

      She gives me no real choice after saying something like she had a second ago. All I can do is laugh, which seems to wind her up further. She stomps off in the direction of the bathroom. When I finally stop laughing, Tyler looks at me with a face like thunder.

      “What the fuck was that? I don’t mind staying away from her for you, but I sure as fuck am not going to let you be rude to her like that,” he says with an anger that I rarely see from Tyler.

      He is usually quite shy and quiet. Don’t get me wrong, he will be the first to jump into the fray if I need him, which is why he is my second in command. Plus, at times like this, he feels okay knocking me down a peg or two.

      “Bitch got what she deserved. Who the hell does she think she is coming over to you like that?” screeches Mel in a pitch I hope I never have to hear again.

      “That bitch, as you so delicately called her, is my new step-sister. So I would appreciate you spreading the word about how I expect her to be treated, and it certainly isn’t using words like that. Understand?”

      She nods excessively, and I know she is interested in spreading much more than just her word. I hold my hand up to let her know she can stay there as long as she doesn't speak. I might make better use of her mouth if it helps me forget about Lexi. First, I turn my attention back to Tyler.

      “Sorry. Guess we are still learning about normal sibling banter,” I say smugly.

      He rolls his eyes—his tell-tale sign that he knows I am lying—but he also knows I have learnt from what he said. He won’t tolerate me acting like a dick to her. Not that it's something he should have to tell me, but there's just something about being near her that makes me so frustrated. It’s probably the massive case of blue balls I’ve had since I met her.
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      Storming away from Tyler and Connor, I’m not entirely sure which one is the bigger asshole. At least with Connor I know that I’m going to be dealing with an asshole every day, but Tyler caught me off guard. He lured me into a false sense of security and led me to believe he’s a nice guy. Not only is he cute, he also seemed into me. It’s just typical that he is Connor’s best friend.

      But I would be lying if I said that the guys were the ones who pissed me off the most. It was her. Yes, Connor treated me like shit, but I knew he would do that. Tyler ditched me when he found out who I was—not entirely unexpected. What I was not expecting was to be jealous of the way a real life, plastic Barbie doll was groping Connor.

      Fuck, when her hand went to his dick, I literally had to stop myself from jumping on her. I may be little, but I will fight if I have to.

      Reaching the bathroom, my anger peaked, and I didn’t know what to do with my rage. Luckily, there is no line for the bathroom, otherwise I may have lost it.

      I walk into the ridiculously expensive family bathroom. It looks nothing like you would expect to see in a teenager's dorm room, and instead would be more at home in a five-star hotel. Covered in white marble, the place looks sleek and clean. There's a shower, a built-in sink ledge, and a toilet. Even the fancy work surface that has the sink fitted into it looks as though it is trimmed with gold.

      Trying not to get too caught up in the look of the bathroom, I lightly splash water on my face and on the back of my neck to help me cool down. I then gently re-do a bit of my make-up; including my eyeliner, mascara, and lipstick.

      As I’m focusing on getting the last of my lipstick right, there is a banging on the door. At first I ignore it, but the banging becomes so incessant that it’s hard to ignore. I rush the last of my lipstick and gather all my things in my arm, then I open the door.

      A man with dark-coloured skin rushes past me, dragging an almost unconscious blonde into the bathroom. Luckily they get in just in time for her to start vomiting in the sink. My stomach rolls with the smell of regurgitated alcohol and whatever she ate before coming here. Once I’m out in the corridor, I put everything back into my little clutch bag and check my make-up using the compact mirror I keep in my bag.

      I know I look the same as before and that I am more than ready to go back to the party, but I just feel like I need five minutes away from people. This is why I never go to parties. I've always had a problem with crowds. They become overwhelming after a while, which is why I need to find somewhere to go and recompose myself. The only option after the bathroom is the three bedrooms.

      I listen at the first two doors and I can hear, very loudly, that both rooms are taken. And if the actions of one couple standing outside are any indication, there is a queue. The third bedroom is the door farthest from the entrance and there is a sign on it saying No Entry During Party.

      I place my ear at the door and it sounds as though Connor's wishes have been respected. But I was his sister now, according to him. So, surely the rules don’t apply to me. Well… that is the logic I use when I let myself into Connor's room.

      I open the door and slip in before anyone can see me. Once I’ve closed the door behind me, I notice that this is another entrance hall that is just a smaller version of the one outside. He has another entry hall, open-plan living and dining area in there as well. Fuck, this kid really is spoiled rotten.

      Taking my shoes off to avoid being heard, just in case, I tiptoe down the hallway, constantly on the lookout for someone to be there. There are no sex noises like the other bedrooms, but still, you can’t be too careful.

      Getting to the end of the hallway, the open-plan kitchen is opposite and empty, which means the living area where I can sit on a comfy sofa for ten minutes is around the corner. I stand up against the wall, and as discreetly as I can, I look around it, just to confirm the room is empty.

      Fuck. It is not empty. I freeze on the spot, not able to move completely behind the wall to hide. His eyes capture mine, and now I can’t move. Connor is sitting on the sofa facing me, and at first he looks like he’s trying to relax, but concentrating too hard on doing it. Then I realise the girl from earlier is on her knees with Connor's cock in her throat.

      I’m frozen, knowing I should look away, but I can’t. It’s like when you drive past a car accident, you can't help but stare at what happened. I’m also confused as to why he looks like he is trying so hard. Not that I am an expert with blow jobs—having never given one—but it seems like the type of activity that should come naturally.

      As his eyes lock with mine, his face changes to a sneer. I start to pull away, but he shakes his head to indicate he doesn’t want me to do that. He then casually puts his hand on her head and starts bobbing it at his own pace.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” he asks, staring directly into my eyes.

      I panic. He can’t really be talking to me with her licking his cock like it’s a hot day and she is desperate for an ice lolly.

      “You know I am, baby, aren’t you?” she practically sings as she pulls off his cock with a pop.

      Connor grimaces at the sound of her voice and smiles when he sees my eyes roll.

      “Shut the fuck up, Mel. Don’t speak to me, even if I speak to you. Just suck. And of course I am enjoying it better now that I have an actual erection and you aren’t just sucking on my limp dick,” he spits.

      Mel flinches. Fuck, he really can be so cruel at times, with no regard for other people and their feelings. But I did catch his little slip up, and it causes my smile to widen.

      He just openly admitted that he couldn’t get it up until he saw me. He can deny he feels this thing between us all he wants, but we both know it’s there. His scowl tells me he knows that I picked up on his slip up, and he’s not happy.
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Connor

        

      

    

    
      Watching Lexi constantly since the moment her head popped around the corner of my apartment, it’s not hard to miss the exact moment when she catches my little slip-up from when I was shouting at Mel.

      There’s no denying that my cock was as limp as a dead fish before she walked into the room. Even with Mel sucking, licking, deep-throating it, my dick would not respond. Yet the minute I see Lexi’s face, he stands to attention. I feel like a fucking hormonal thirteen-year-old who is just learning how to wank.

      I don’t want her to take control of the situation, so I wrack my brain for what I can do. But all thought goes out the window when I see her still staring. She is watching Mel go to town on my cock, but she is also looking at my face, my reactions. And given the way she keeps tilting her head, she is desperate for a glimpse of my hard shaft. That’s when it occurs to me that I can play with her. I just hope she wants to play back.

      “How often have you dreamed about swallowing this big hard cock? Have you been imagining what it looks like? Fantasising about if you can take all of me into the back of your throat like a good girl?”

      As I speak, I realise my voice is deep and clouded by lust and desire. To Mel it will simply sound like dirty talk, but I’m staring straight into Lexi’s eyes as I speak. So, she knows those words are just for her.

      Lexi takes an involuntary step into the living room so I can see more of her gorgeous body, wrapped in that tight black dress. She looks like she is shuddering, or at the very least trying to ease the friction between her legs that I had started to grow with my words. So I carry on.

      “Do you like it when I talk to you like this? Is that why you can’t walk away from me, because you love it? Do you like me treating you like my very own slut?” I ask, and this time there is no denying the way she rubs her thighs together to ease the delicious ache that is growing in her core.

      Mel is obviously getting turned on by my words too, as she starts sucking up and down on my cock with vigour. It feels good, but I want it to match what is happening with Lexi. Mel means nothing in this scenario. She is simply a wet replacement to my right hand. And every time she does something that makes my cock tingle and feel good—which is rare, but when it does happen—I simply imagine it’s my little brunette Angel who is on her knees for me.

      As I use my hand to control Mel’s pace and remind her that I am in charge—always—Lexi looks down at Mel’s head and she looks torn. Unsure whether to embrace the sensations and see what happens here, or to walk away like she should.

      She is a good girl, so I know what she wants to do, but much to my surprise, she steps fully into the living room and plasters herself against the wall. There’s no chance of Mel seeing her, anyway.

      It’s almost like I can see the gears working in Lexi’s head as she considers the situation, but I don’t want her to think, I want her to just feel.

      “Are you wet? Reach down and have a feel. You have my permission to play with that soaked pussy,” I say, full of hope and desire. This is pushing Lexi to take the next step and I wait patiently.

      Mel, on the other hand, thinking the instructions are for her, takes her hands off my cock and pulls up her skirt to reveal a panty-less pussy. She wastes no time,  thrusting her fingers in and moaning around my cock. But I barely notice Mel. I’m solely focused on Lexi.

      She is watching Mel’s two fingers in her pussy, continuing to bob up and down on my cock. The moment she lets go of her fears and just acts on her desire is beautiful. Her eyes are hooded as she stares at me, but I can feel the fire behind them. She doesn’t even blink as she pulls up her dress and slowly lowers her panties. I indicate with my eyes that I want her to put them on the mantel in front of her, but her eyes go wide.

      “Make sure you keep doing as you are told. You don’t want to get a spanking now, do you?” I say.

      Her whole body shivers, and she bites her lip. Looks like my little Angel might like the idea of being spanked.

      My words clearly register with her because she places the panties on the mantel, but then she tries to pull her skirt down. My stare becomes hard again, and I make it very clear that is not the right move. She freezes as I instruct her with my eyes.

      “Circle your clit, now,” I say firmly, making it very clear to Lexi what I want to see.

      Lexi is slow to listen, trying very hard to make it look like she is doing it of her own free will—as opposed to following my commands—but she is a natural submissive.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m not into anything too heavy, but I do enjoy it when a woman truly submits to me. It rarely happens because they aren’t with me for trust. They want to see if the rumours of how good I am, and how big I am, are true. They are, but they have to work very hard to find that out. I don’t usually care about their pleasure.

      Lexi slowly spreads her legs, and then using her fingers, she parts her lips.  I can see from here how wet she is for me. When her fingers reach that tight nub of nerves, I see the look on her face as desire shoots through her body. She wants to moan but holds it in, biting on her lip instead. It has to be one of the sexiest fucking things I have ever seen, and I can’t help the groan that ripples from me.

      Spurred on by the groan, both girls work their slits a bit harder. Mel is fingering herself so fast and vigorously that she can no longer focus on sucking my cock. I have been with enough girls to know that she is building up to an orgasm, but I am not doing this for her. She is simply here for my pleasure while I imagine it’s really Lexi between my legs.

      Placing my hand back onto her head, I force her head so far down on my cock that she can’t breathe, let alone moan. Her hands quickly leave her pussy and come up to my legs, as though she is going to try and push herself away. Not that I would let any harm come to her. I know a girl's limit, sometimes better than they do. To settle her nerves, I offer her an explanation, but it is also aimed at Lexi, who now has two fingers buried deep in her cunt.

      “You know that you are not allowed to come without my permission,” I say sweetly, before pushing Mel back onto my cock. Luckily, she is too busy gagging to hear the groan of frustration that came from Lexi, swiftly followed by little pants. If we aren’t careful, Mel will hear her.

      While Mel chokes on my cock, I allow myself a moment to indulge and memorise how fucking gorgeous Lexi looks right now. Her usually pale skin is flushed a gentle pink colour. She is biting her lip like it is delicious and she has to hold on to it, when in reality, it’s to hold back the sounds she is desperate to make.

      The noises that confirm she is enjoying this just as much as me. She actually catches me looking at her body, and rather than shying away as she normally would, she widens her leg and then lifts up slightly, so I get a delicious view of her bare, dripping wet pussy just before she plunges two fingers deep. Now it’s my turn to bite my lips.

      Feeling Mel hit my thigh, I realise I was too busy staring at Lexi and left Mel choking on my cock for too long. Her eyes are watering, and one of her fake eyelashes looks like it is making a run for it across her cheek. She has heavy blobs of saliva dripping down her face, and I make it very clear I don’t want any mess on me. I’m glad I took my jeans off now instead of just whipping him out. I knew she would be a messy eater.

      Giving her only a couple of seconds to compose herself, I gently guide her head to my cock, only this time I guide her into a short and fast movement. Up and down as quickly as she can. I can feel my balls start to tingle as I watch Lexi’s fingers disappear.

      With one hand, I hold up three fingers, issuing her with a challenge. One she is only too happy to meet. I can tell it is a tight fit as she goes slow. Her face is a mixture of pain and pleasure. Fuck, her cunt must be really tight. If only I could feel its velvety soft walls clamping down on my cock.

      Not even paying attention to whether or not Mel has returned her fingers to her clit, I still issue the demand.

      “I want you to come. Now,” I shout.

      Lexi does as she is told automatically this time. In addition to pistoning her fingers, she tilts her hand so that her thumb rubs against her clit. I watch as she falls apart, and I can tell exactly when she reaches the peak and is unable to hold back the moan that erupts from her.

      To ensure it is covered, I slam Mel down onto my cock and allow my balls to release over a week's worth of frustration down her throat. She swallows and whimpers as she comes too. She lifts her head, and she looks even worse than before, with cum dripping from the corner of her mouth.

      I push Mel back onto my cock, even though I know she is not going to be able to pull another drop from me, but I want to make the moment with Lexi last longer. Watching her face fall apart for the second time is still just as fucking hot as the first.

      When I look up again to give Lexi the smile she deserves for what can only be classed as a fucking world class sex show performance, I realise that she has gone. At first it is like there's no trace left of her at all. Until I see the black panties balled up on the mantel.

      Now that Lexi has gone, the desire has gone too. I push Mel off my cock and tell her to get herself together and to get the fuck out.

      “Oh, baby, aren’t you going to fuck me with your massive cock?” she says, moving forward as though she was leaning in for a kiss. I never kiss any of the girls I have flings with. Well, with one exception… the girl who haunts my dreams.

      Pushing Mel to the side, I do feel bad when she falls on her ass, but I have learnt it's important to set boundaries straight away, even if I seem like a knob.

      “Mel, do not call me baby. This was a onetime thing. It will never be repeated, and I will never fuck you. Accept this and move on. If you make trouble for me, you will regret it. Do you hear me?” I state firmly, choosing to ignore the tears welling up in her eyes.

      I don’t enjoy making girls cry, but surely it is worse to give them false hope of a relationship that will never happen, or leading them on.

      “Everyone says you are a heartless bastard, but I never saw it. I do now. This is exactly why you will die alone. You are incapable of letting a woman in,” she spits from her position on the floor. I chuckle slightly.

      “Oh, you have got it all wrong. When the right woman comes along, I will have no problems opening up and settling down. I just haven’t met her yet.”

      Before she can say another word, I show her where the main bathroom is and tell her I’m going to use the en-suite and that I expect her to be gone before I get back. Thankfully, she is.

      Now to get back to the party and find the girl missing her panties. She is not getting them back because I have hid them somewhere safe. That should be a lot of fun. I love the idea of being the only one to know she isn't wearing any panties. When I find her, I might just slip my finger below her hem and see how wet she really got for me.
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      Walking away as fast as my feet could carry me, my heart is racing and my breath is panting. I can still see the fire in his eyes as he watched me, and hear the sex in his voice as he commanded me to do things. He was definitely talking to me. There is no denying that. What I don’t understand is why I listened.

      Why didn’t I just walk away and pretend I had never seen him? There’s something about Connor Knight that captivates me and makes me lose all my control. He takes my control and uses it how he wants.

      I got wetter than when it was his fingers there instead of my own, but I almost forgot that I was the one touching myself. It was like it was just me and him, and he was the one showing me such pleasure. But then every so often, Mel would remind us she was in the room, breaking the spell.

      I hated seeing her touch him, seeing her choke on his cock, when I couldn’t even see it because her fucking false hair was in the way. I know I have no claim over him, but I want to have one. I want to replace her and be the one he manoeuvres up and down on his cock, to pleasure him with my mouth.

      Even though the risk of getting caught was high—and there was no doubt that added to the experience—I knew she was never a part of what happened. Any pleasure he felt came from me, from seeing the way I responded to him. I loved that I could turn him on more by just showing him my body than the slut on her knees blowing him ever could.

      I’m pulled out of memories that I need to side-line for the rest of the night by the same couple I had met earlier in the bathroom when they knock into me. Firmly closing Connor’s door—hoping nobody saw me exciting the room—I walk a little down the corridor, and they stumble into me.

      “Are any of the bedrooms free, love?” slurs the man.

      All I could say is that I didn’t think so, but really, I have no idea. He nods, and I look at his girlfriend. She looks almost unconscious after clearly overdoing it on drink. I start to wonder whether I should be concerned about them going to a bedroom together, when all of a sudden she opens her eyes and stares straight at the boy who is carrying her.

      “Come on, baby. What are you waiting for… I need your tongue and cock, now.” She slurs just a little worse than him.

      He chuckles, but then groans. That’s when I realise she is not waiting for a room and has already opened his trouser button and zip before putting her hand on the intended target. He starts moving a lot quicker, and I look away because they seem drunk enough not to give a shit if the bedrooms are full. Any hard surface will do for these two, and that is definitely not something I want to see.

      I hurry out into the main party area. It was now even fuller with people, and even though I don’t know any of the students at this school, it feels like there is more.

      Walking around all the different areas, paying particular attention to the beer pong tables, I try to find either Penny or Bran. Stupidly, we hadn’t swapped numbers before arriving, so I have no way of finding out if they are still here. I look at my watch. It’s still only eleven thirty. Penny said it was social suicide to leave unless I’ve either been thrown out or asked to leave due to intoxication before one in the morning.

      I groan at that thought. My feet are already killing me in these damn heels, which I luckily remembered to grab when running out of Connor's dorm room. Shame the same didn’t happen with my damn panties.

      Reaching the far corner of the room, I find Penny and Brandon with a drink in hand. They are sitting and facing each other like they were having the most important discussion. Their faces are serious, but the slight blush tinge to their cheeks and wide eyes tell me they have had a few more drinks while I have been gone, and are on their way to pissed. So, I hope they aren’t discussing anything too serious.

      “It’s got to be Captain America. All around hero, caring, sexy, and don’t even get me started on America’s ass. That is one fine ass that looks amazing in his blue suit,” states Penny as she fans herself with her hand.

      “Thinking with your vagina again. You are wrong. It has to be Iron Man. He is smart, cunning, and a fucking billionaire. He can literally make his suit do anything. How can you not see that's better than a bloody ass who can throw a shield?” he argues back, and then they both start speaking very quickly at the same time. Both equally as desperate to prove themselves right.

      I walk closer to them, and Penny wafts her hand in Bran's face to shut him up.

      “Oh, Lexi, I’m so glad you found us. Last we saw, you were at the bar talking to Tyler, so we left you,” says Penny, waggling her eyebrows suggestively. I roll my eyes at her.

      “He just introduced himself to me and we talked, that is all. Then I went to the bathroom. It took me ages to find it and there was a queue. After that, I was just wandering around trying to find you. This place seems to have doubled with people. Does everyone go here?” I ask.

      Although looking around, I can tell the answer. There is no way some of these people could afford to attend this academy. And that isn’t me being judgemental.

      I hated being a rich kid. I had been surrounded by them my entire life at my grandmother's insistence. But I was encouraged to mingle and attend a public school by my mum, who wanted me to have as normal a life as possible. This made it easy for me to identify the differences.

      Clothes are a dead giveaway. For example, the group of girls on the sofa opposite us—who are all throwing confused glances at Brandon, trying to work out if he was with one of us or gay—all looked great, but their clothes were high street bought. I could tell by the material, plus I had bought the long black skirt the girl on the left was wearing. So I knew it wasn’t designer.

      “Great, well, we are glad you are back. Now, you can be the deciding vote on who the best Avenger is: Captain America or Iron Man?” he asks me, pulling me onto the sofa between them. I just roll my eyes.

      “I happen to think it's Thor, can’t beat Chris Hemsworth, sadly. Did you know those three girls are checking you out?” I ask Brandon, clearly trying to change the conversation away from Avengers, because while Penny appreciated my comment about Thor, Bran didn’t. This was obviously a very delicate subject matter for him.

      I expect Bran to look over at the girls, but instead all he does is groan and duck his head lower, like he is trying to hide from them. What seventeen- or eighteen-year-old lad doesn’t like the idea of being hit on by three good-looking girls? I look over at Penny, who is trying really hard not to laugh. I ask them to fill me in on what I am missing out on.

      “Connor always opens the party up to the Sixth Form college they have here in town. It's called Headlands Public School. He says it gives everyone some fresh meat to hook up with, so we aren’t hooking up with each other,” she says, and we both roll our eyes at Connor’s comments. I don’t even know the guy really and I can already tell that's something he would say. “They are from that school. They are part of Bran’s fan club.” Penny starts laughing, like there's an inside joke I am still missing. Brandon reaches over and pushes Pen in good humour.

      “Fuck off. I will finish the story. So rich kids don’t give a shit about your status because chances are there is always someone that they know who is richer and more powerful. But to girls like those, who want to make it up the ladder, the title is everything. Everyone knows that as owner of the school, Connor is the one they want, but he isn’t easy to get, despite his whoring ways. He is picky and nobody has ever seen him have a girlfriend—”

      “Never?” I screech, cutting Bran off in the middle of his story, and by the glare he gives me, I have obviously picked up on the wrong part of the story.

      “Not for as long as I have known him—which is since five-years-old. Sure, he fucks around, but he makes it clear he will only settle with the right girl. Hell, most of the time he doesn't even go back for seconds. But anyway, you have got me off track now. Back to me.

      “So, while it’s well known Connor has money, he doesn’t have a title. But I do, which is why girls seem to throw themselves at me in the hope of getting it too. The girls at the Academy still try every so often—usually towards the end of the night when they are more pissed. That way they can ignore the fact I don’t look like the popular guys and am a massive geek,” he explains.

      I want to stop him from putting himself down. So what if he isn’t as openly gorgeous as Connor and lacks his muscle mass? He is a nice guy and that counts. Plus, he definitely isn’t bad looking. I can see why girls would be attracted to him. I needn’t have worried about saying anything about him putting himself down because Penny voices everything I just thought and now Bran is really blushing.

      “Wait, so what is your title?” I ask, and Penny laughs again.

      “Alexis Carrington, let me officially introduce you to His Highness, Henry Phillip Von Willenbrand the third, Duke of Worcester, thirty-eighth in line for the throne of England,” Penelope says in her poshest voice.

      We both start laughing while Brandon groans like crazy.

      “Where the fuck does Brandon come from?” I ask.

      “I’m the third person to be named this. Most variants have or had been taken in the past. So my mum decided to adapt Willenbrand and got Brandon. Luckily, she didn’t go with fucking Willy. I picked Johnston. I just wanted a simple surname for school,” he says and that has us all laughing again.

      “That is what you will have to call your kid,” I say, and he shakes his head exaggeratedly.

      “Fuck, no. As soon as I can legally abdicate this fucking title, I will. Me and whatever family I have in future will live a normal life.”

      Penny looks disgusted and voices her concerns about him giving up a title and being in line for the throne. Who doesn’t want to be royalty is her argument, but I know what he means. Having a whole family's reputation rest on you is a big thing, one I know all too well. I am the last living Carrington, after all.

      I hope that when news of this gets out, I won’t be treated the same as Bran. At my previous school, Rik kept them away. To be the wealthiest in a school of poor kids is big news, but to be the wealthiest in a school filled with rich kids and royalty is something else. Something I hope people won't figure out.

      “Enough of this talk, let's get some more drinks,” says Bran as he stands and pulls us up.

      Penny looks longingly at the seat and then down at her heels, and I know exactly what she is thinking. Giving up a seat was like giving up a priceless artifact. When your feet hurt, it’s the best thing you've ever seen, so to give one up seems crazy.

      When we reach the bar, Carl rushes over and actually pushes another guy out of the way, desperate to serve Penny. There are at least six guys behind the make-shift bar now, and they are still all busy.

      “What can I get for you, Penny?” asks Carl, clearly ignoring both me and Brandon. But Brandon coughs and wafts a twenty in front of his face.

      “It’s me who is ordering. So get your cheating eyes over here and out of Pen’s chest, please,” said Bran with a hard voice filled with more anger than I would have thought him capable of.

      “Fine, Duke, what can I get you?” Carl says, clearly trying to annoy Bran with his nickname, but Bran just rolls his eyes and places our drink order.

      Carl quickly returns with the two double Jack and Cokes that Pen and I ordered and the bottle of beer for Bran. He also has six shots of what I now know is tequila, along with the salt shaker and lime.

      “Shots are on me,” Carl says as he takes the money from Bran and gives Penny a wink. She grabs the drinks and walks off, followed quickly by a scowling Brandon.

      “Thanks, you didn’t have to,” I say, not really sure what else to say. Should I wait for the change, be polite, or should I have followed. Deciding Brandon clearly didn’t want the change, I go to leave, but Carl stops me.

      “Wait! Please, can you talk to Penny? Make her see that I know I made a mistake, and I have paid for it. I can’t be without her. I need her. Please?” he says, begging.

      I want to tell him to fuck off, to tell him all about Rik, but I realise that nobody knows about them. Even Brandon hasn’t said anything, so I’m not sure if he even knows. They obviously want to keep things a secret and probably only told me out of necessity. I’m glad I know, though. I don’t think I would have survived the night without Pen.

      I tell him I will mention it, knowing full well that I will not. Then I walk away to join my new friends, who are getting ready to do the first round of tequila shots.

      We do both rounds of shots in quick succession, and it’s not long before I can feel the alcohol flooding my veins. My whole body starts to feel warm and more alive. I can feel the beat of the music, that seems to have become louder, flooding through me until my heart is beating in time. My nerve endings feel as though they are prickling, and my body takes on a life of its own.

      It starts as just small movements, my hips swaying in time with the music, but the more we drink, the more I want to let it overtake me. I have always loved to dance, but I have never danced at a party before. This music is sensual and electric, exactly what I want to move my body to right now.

      I beg and plead with Penny, or even Brandon, to join me on the dance floor, but they refuse. I say I am going by myself, but Brandon won’t let me. He says I am in no condition to dance by myself. So I stand to the side of the dancefloor, where our table is, and sway. It isn’t enough. I want to be amongst the people, sweating and grinding.

      As the music changes to a song I love, I can’t help myself, I just know I need to dance. I throw my arms in the air, shake my hips in time with the beat. I start to sing the words as loudly as I can. Penny is smiling at the fact I am having such a good time, and a flash comes into my brain of why I liked this song so much.

      I remember dancing to this with Mum. We had both had a bad day, and she put the music on loud and told us to just shake away the worries for the day. She even stood on the coffee table in the room and dragged me along with her. Fuck, I miss her.

      The memory leaves just as quickly, but the idea remains.

      Seeing the table in between another set of sofas—not the ones we were sitting on earlier—I place my leg onto the table. Using the shoulders of the muscular guy standing next to the sofas, I push myself up fully. I sway around, whilst singing as though I am the only person in the room. I can see a crowd starting to gather around me, but I don’t care. I am dancing for myself.

      It’s not long before I notice Connor standing nearest the head of the table with a frown on his face. It should bother me that out of a crowd of people, he is the one I see. In fact, he is the only face I see, and it bothers me that he is scowling.

      Is he not enjoying my dance?

      I decide to give him a bit more sex. I run my hands over my body, biting my lip as my hands run across my fabric covered nipples. They have already peaked from earlier, but now they are extra sensitive because of the sensuality of the music and knowing he is watching me.

      I drop my ass down low, so I am just squatting on the table—but with my knees together. Remembering that I’m not wearing any panties, I make sure I am positioned just in front of Connor so that only he would be able to see, and I part my legs just enough for him to see my naked pussy before going back up again.

      I hear chants for another slut drop and realise that must be what it's called when you drop down and stand back up, thrusting your ass in the air as you go. I really hope nobody but Connor saw my nakedness, but I’m not drunk enough to risk it a second time. Neither is Connor.

      “Get her the fuck off my table,” he shouts before turning away, like he didn’t give a shit.

      The guy who had helped me get up reaches for my hand, and as I try to climb down, I lose my footing. I close my eyes, preparing for the fall that never comes. Connor had turned around just in time to catch me. He holds me in his arms and carries me away from the crowd of people.

      “What the fuck was that?” he shouts as he puts me down in the corridor. But then he shakes his head, not even waiting for an answer. “Get to the bathroom, splash some water on your face, then drink a glass of the stuff. Sober up now or you are done here. Understand?”

      Not wanting to be bossed around by him, but knowing that I was committing social suicide if I got kicked out of the party, I know I need to listen. I start to walk away, but not wanting to let him have the victory I stick my tongue out at him. I see him try to keep the scowl on his face, but I definitely see the side of one lip kink up into a little smile. I will take the win.
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      I walk away with a lot more grace than I really should have, and as soon as I know he is out of sight, my body starts to sag. The heels, tiredness, and the booze become a very dangerous combination, and I struggle to walk straight.

      Stumbling, I feel my ankle almost roll over my heel in one step. I look down and consider taking them off, but then I see the state of the floor and think better of it. I realise I have made very little progress when I look up and see the bathroom isn’t getting any closer. I groan and hear a chuckle just to the side of me.

      Next thing I know, someone takes hold of my arm and wraps it around their very muscular back because I am not tall enough to reach his shoulders. He then wraps his arm around my waist and encourages me to lean on him, but I don’t need to. The guy is so strong he is practically holding me up with just one arm. I look up at him. It is the guy who helped me on and off the table while I was doing my little dance.

      There is no denying that he has a classically handsome face, angled jaw, stubble, dark, piercing eyes, and brown curly hair. He looks like he could be one of those Calvin Klein underwear models, and that thought makes me blush.

      He chuckles again when he catches me staring at his face. I am actually drawn to his dark hazel eyes, which almost look black. There is something about them, almost like a coldness that you wouldn’t have expected to see in a guy who was checking out a girl. Which is exactly what I had seen him do.

      I quickly dismiss it, thinking the alcohol must be freaking out my normally great instincts.

      “Come on, you will have more privacy in here,” he says as he leads me straight into Connor’s room, knowing exactly where he is going to find the bathroom. I still couldn’t believe Connor had a bathroom and an en-suite in his damn student dorm. This guy sure as hell knows his way around. Maybe he’s the third guy who lives here?

      He shows me to the bathroom, and with a smile, I close the door. I place my bag down on the counter, which looks exactly the same as the bathroom in the main room. I am glad I had the good sense to have used my clutch with the wrist strap, because then I didn’t risk putting it down and losing it. Instead, even if I stop holding it, the bag remains firmly attached to my wrist.

      I use the bright white towel next to the sink. I feel a moment of guilt that I have covered the towel in make-up, but then I remember that there's no way Connor does his own laundry. That idea is simply laughable. So, I continue to use it to wipe the water and messed up make-up off my face.

      Looking in the mirror once all the make-up has been removed, I notice how wide my eyes seem and that I am covered in a fine sheen of sweat from all the dancing. Drinking and partying is most definitely not a good look for me.

      I use what little make-up I have in my bag to re-apply it, having to make do with just eyeliner, mascara, and lip gloss. My face didn’t look as good as when Penny did it, but I still look different from my normal self. The darkness around my eyes gives me a sexy look that I am not used to.

      I close my eyes, imagining what Connor would think of them, but realise that closing them was the wrong thing to do. I feel my body starting to sway, but before I even think about righting myself, strong hands grip my hips. When did he get in here? Didn’t I lock the door, I ask myself.

      “Woah, I knew you would be too unstable to be by yourself,” he says into my ear.

      I shiver from the sensation of having warm breath so close to my ear, but there is no attraction. It’s more of an eerie sensation. I try to tell him that I’m okay, but I feel his large body loom over me. His hands are on my hips, and his back is pushed right up against mine. I can feel his erection digging into my ass crack. From the way he is grinding it, he knows it, too.

      “I’m ready. We can go back to the party now,” I say, looking into the mirror to see his eyes. But as soon as I do, I wish I hadn’t.

      His eyes are black and hooded. He looks drunk with passion, but there’s more to it than that. He looks at me like I am prey and he has just caught me. Any minute now, he will devour me.

      Suddenly, the bathroom starts to feel very small. I start to sober up a bit as my natural fight or flight instincts kick in. I know I need to get out of here. I smile sweetly at him and just wait for him to reply. I keep telling myself not to panic. There is no reason to panic. But the logical side of my brain just keeps repeating: not yet! Not fucking helping, brain!

      “Don’t worry, baby. We can spend some time getting to know each other. I saw you do that sexy little dance back there, and you aimed most of those sexy little booty shakes my way. So, now you can give me a private dance,” he says, as he pulls me even tighter against his body.

      One hand stays on my hip, but the other moves to curl around my stomach, laying his hand flat over the middle of my lower abdomen. His fingers would have been touching my panty line, had I been wearing any. He pushes firmly against my stomach, leaving me with no choice but to push my ass back into his waiting erection. The resulting groan tells me he got exactly what he wanted.

      Fuck, all the time I had been dancing for Connor and he thinks it was all for him. I really hope I was close enough to Connor that this dick didn’t see my naked pussy. Or maybe that's exactly why he is doing this.

      “Look, I really would prefer going back out there. This place said no entry, and we can hear the music better to dance out there,” I splutter, grasping at reasons for why we have to leave, begging and hoping one will work.

      “Oh, baby, the type of dance we are going to do requires a lot of privacy. Don’t you worry about Knight. He won't mind me using his room,” he explains, looking smug at the idea that Connor would allow him to do whatever he wanted.

      Before I get a chance to reply, he starts kissing my neck, peppering little kisses all the way down my neck and across my shoulder. Every so often, he sucks hard or bites, and I yelp with pain. But that just makes him grind his cock harder into my ass. He is getting off on the idea of causing me pain.

      Whilst nibbling on my back, he moves his hand from my belly and roughly grabs hold of one of my boobs. I risk a look in the mirror. He is wearing an ugly expression mixed with passion and violence.

      My heart starts to race, and now I really start to panic. Using the full force of my body, I try to push against him, but he is too strong.

      “Get your hands off me! This is not going to happen. So you can fuck off. I want to leave now!” I shout.

      This time he just laughs. Before I know it, he swings me around to face him and blocks me in again.

      Crack! I hear the noise before I feel it. An intense pain ripples through my face and my head as I realise he has slapped me. I quickly move my hand to protect my cheek, but I feel warmth seeping into my hand. Bringing it in front of my face, I see blood on my hand. Luckily, it isn’t a lot.

      I move my hand back to my face and feel around for the wound. I have a small cut just below my eye that is bleeding. I try to plug the wound with my fingers and wipe the tears away before they reach it, as they burn like fuck.

      I can’t believe he hit me.

      “Listen here, princess. You will do as you are told, and don’t bullshit me by saying you are not interested. We both know you were flirting with me when you danced earlier, and I don’t like teases, unless they can deliver. So, we will skip the step where you object and play hard to get, because that doesn’t do it for me. You will do exactly what I tell you, or we will be doing this the hard way. Understand?” he asks me.

      I want to plead with him to tell him that I don’t want this. But he raises his hand and looks at me with a fury that I didn’t want to mess with.

      “Unless the next thing out of your mouth is ‘yes, Declan’, ‘please give me your cock, Declan’, then I do not want to hear it,” he sneers, and turns me around again to face the mirror.

      When he realises I am not going to give him the satisfaction by saying anything at all, he brings a hard slap down on my ass. I have always wondered what it would be like to be spanked, but I know this is not how it’s supposed to feel. I try to block out what is happening, but he loves inflicting pain onto my body.

      He pulls down the top of my dress, exposing my tits to him, and uses his hands to roughly grip both nipples at the same time. I scream from the pain and push backwards, trying to get away from his hands, but all I end up doing is pushing against his cock.

      He groans, clearly loving when I am in pain. I use my hands, trying to pull his hands away from my nipples, and he growls at me before twisting them. My scream echoes around the room, and I hope like hell that someone can hear my screams. That hope soon fades when I remember how far away we are, and that the music is so loud. I let my tears fall.

      Dropping his hands from my nipples, the sensation of the air touching my sensitive nipples is almost more painful than them being squeezed. I feel him fumbling around me, and before I know what he is doing, he pulls both my arms behind my back and ties them with his belt.

      “No… no, please. Please don’t do that. Please, you could let me go. I can’t have sex with you. I have a boyfriend. Don’t do this,” I plead through my sobs, trying anything to get him to let me go, but he isn’t listening.

      He pulls on my arms so they are stretched to the point of pain in my shoulders, and I feel him put something warm and silky into my hands.

      “Make those hands useful and stroke my big dick. Get it nice and ready for that cunt of yours. I don’t give a shit if you want this or if you have a boyfriend. I am going to use your pussy and maybe your asshole too, then you will be ruined for all men,” he growls into my ear, and I know that this is serious.

      He isn’t just some drunk school kid who is horny and wants to fuck. This guy is a dangerous predator. Probably someone who has done this before with other women. But right now, I am his target. He doesn’t plan on letting me go.

      Fuck, I really am going to lose my virginity in the bathroom of the guy I actually like, but to a guy who is willing to take it from me. Fuck!

      Immediately, I try to drop the rock hard cock that has been placed between my hands, but because of the way he has tied my hands together, the cock is almost tied between them. He starts to move his hips. The result is that his cock strokes up and down between my hands. He stops after just a couple of breaths, and I breathe a sigh of relief that he has had enough, but then I hear and feel him spit into my hands.

      “Get him nice and wet, baby, or it will hurt a lot when I fuck your ass dry,” he threatens, and I know I have no choice.

      Grimacing, I close my hands completely and feel them grip around his cock, trying to get it covered in the spit he keeps putting into my hand. I shudder in disgust, but he mistakes it for lust and starts to laugh.

      “I knew you loved it, really. Now make sure you keep him happy, and I will let you enjoy this,” he groans into my ear before returning his hands to my exposed breasts.

      He starts kneading them like they are bread dough that he is trying to work into a nice shape for baking. The idea would be laughable if it didn’t hurt so damn much. Then he starts flicking my nipples again and pinching down hard on them. Every time he does, I scream and cry a little more, and I feel his cock get harder when this happens. I try to get control of myself, but it’s hard. My brain just keeps repeating “please don’t let him rape me” over and over again, like the more I say it in my head, the more likely it will come true.

      “Shush, baby, don’t make too much noise or I will have to block your mouth with my cock,” he whispers in my ear. He may have sounded sexy to an outsider, but I can hear the threat in his voice. I bite my lip and try to take some deep breaths to get control of myself.

      He continues thrusting his hips so that his cock is between my hands, forcing me to wank him with each movement. One hand continues to torture my nipples while the other roams down my body, and I really start to panic. He is about to discover that the one barrier he should have to raping me—my panties—has already been removed for Connor.

      Sure enough, just as I think about earlier and how much I loved the thrill of exposing my naked pussy to Connor, Declan pulls up my dress and reveals my bare pubic area.

      “I knew you were a slut, baby, but I had no idea you were this much of one. Fuck, if I had known you had no panties on when you were doing your sexy little dance earlier, I would have fucked you straight away.”

      “No… no. You can’t fuck me. I don’t want you to fuck me. I don’t. I can't.”

      I’m tempted to tell him that I am a virgin, but there is something about the look in his eyes that tells me not to. He’s the sort of predator that would get off on that information even more.

      I feel him pull my dress up to expose my ass, and then the hand that was squeezing all the blood out of my nipple moves to push the top of my back. This means I’m leaning forward, bent over the bathroom cabinet surface. He then uses his feet to widen my legs slightly, but I squeeze my legs together as hard as I can. I have to fight. I can’t let him do this to me.

      He slaps both of my ass cheeks hard and in quick succession. They sting like a motherfucker, but I keep my legs as closed as I can. That is when I feel his nails dig into one of my thighs, gripping it hard before kicking my ankle to help spread my legs. Once they are apart, he lodges his feet next to mine, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t close my legs. I am back to sobbing again.

      His hand gropes my ass, and with one hand, he roughly grabs hold of my hair and pulls my head back until I have no choice but to look in the mirror. My dress is pulled down so my breasts hang out over the top. They look red and swollen. The nipples are sore, and there are pinch marks around my breasts.

      All along both sides of my neck and shoulders are the start of little hickies and bites from where he had sucked and bit my sensitive skin. My face is bright red from all the ugly sobbing. My eyeliner and mascara leave a black trail down my face. I see him looking into my eyes, they are wide with fear, and that turns him on the most. He gets off on my fear.

      “Look at me while I make you scream my name.” As he growls out the words, I feel his fingers invade my most sensitive area.

      I am not ready, and my walls feel so dry against his invading fingers. He doesn’t do this gently. He forces them in, and I feel like he will tear me in two with the force he uses.

      I scream as loudly as I can, and the psycho just laughs. He increases the speed and pistons his fingers into my dry channel with vigour. As he does this, his hips continue to thrust into my hands, and no matter how hard I squeeze, he loves it.

      I try to relax my hands completely. But every time I try to fight back, he slaps my ass cheeks, my thighs, anywhere he can reach. Even going as far as to reach around and slap hard at my exposed clit, causing me to scream even more. This just makes him laugh and groan at the same time.

      Tears stream down my cheek when I realise this really is it. If this is going to be stopped, someone would have done it already. Nobody is going to save me. This prick is going to steal my virginity, and I will never be the same again.
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      Sitting at the bar, slowly drinking alone, I look as though I am sulking and maybe that is the case. My mind is whirling with the night's events and how much Lexi has steamrolled all over my life.

      What is it about that girl that captivates me? There's no denying that she is beautiful, but I have fucked supermodels, so beauty isn’t necessarily the reason. There's no denying that even with the supermodels, I’ve never got as turned on as watching her just show me her pussy and risk being exposed.

      When she was stroking and touching herself, I ached, deep inside, for it to be me. I know I’m not allowed to have anything to do with her—the family issue is too big a problem for even me to ignore—but fuck did I want to. Is it all just because she is forbidden fruit?

      The thoughts whirl around my brain as I sit here quietly, holding the bottle of beer and sipping on it occasionally. A couple of the prospects running the bar keep coming up to me, asking me if it is okay, did I need something else, did I want a signature shot they created, blah, blah, blah. By the third person asking for around the second time, I think the resounding growl I gave got the message across.

      I made mental notes of all the ones who pissed me off. When Tyler, Mitch, and I sit down to discuss the prospects, it’s going to be essential information. Deciding who would take over as the Elites of Knightsbridge is a big honour and a fucking mammoth responsibility that I did not want to squander. But as the leader of this year's Elites, it is my choice who I pass the title to.

      History dictated that I pass it to someone in the year below me—two years below at the most. The idea being that someone over the age of sixteen was needed to be involved in not only making important school decisions, but also in arranging all the parties.

      I had been the youngest ever chosen as Elite, at just thirteen years old. I told my predecessor that I would only take the job if I was allowed to choose my own brothers. I made it very clear to him that even if he assigned someone older to do all the legal stuff that I was too young to do, as soon as I became President of the Elites, I would fire his ass and hire my own guys.

      Normally, prospects don’t get a say in who is hired, but I was no normal prospect. I made an agreement that for the first three years I would choose one guy in the Upper Sixth to work with me, to help do all the things I was too young for, and then once I turned sixteen, I was free to do what I liked. This is the only time there has ever been a fourth member of the Elites, but it had been what is best for the Academy, and so I accepted.

      I can still remember the day I told Mitch and Tyler that they would be my Elite brothers. They both had such different responses.

      

      Sitting in the corner booth of the local diner we had all come to love, I knew that we stood out like sore thumbs. This is a normal, Americanised diner, typically frequented by people a lot lower class than us. So two thirteen-year-old boys wearing expensive jeans and t-shirts that probably came to at least twice the yearly wage of the waitress, is definitely an unusual sight. Not that people would know my jeans were designer made, unless they looked at the label very closely.

      Tyler, on the other hand, looks exactly like he belongs here, because he does. Tyler and his family are what my mother refers to as new money. They became rich after Ty’s dad created some technology device that stormed the market and made his company billions.

      There had been a lot of pressure for him to sell his little company, which he started in the basement of the little house baby Ty used to live in, but he refused. He built up his company and continued to run it the way he knew best. He always said that was the best way to guarantee the jobs of his people.

      Tyler's family bought the house next door to mine when Tyler and I were ten, and despite my mother’s insistence that mixing with new money was not a good idea, I made friends with him. I had been friends with Mitch since the Elite Baby Nursery we both attended.

      Basically, a posh nursery that only takes students who have the potential for becoming high-ranking members of society. They advertise that they will give us the start we need, teach us early what it means to be leaders of society, and ensure that we become the best toddlers we can be. Obviously, I have no fucking memory from that time, other than meeting Mitch.

      Tyler had arrived at the diner first and had placed the same order we always have, three cheeseburgers, a side of cheesy curly fries, and one banana milkshake, one strawberry milkshake, and one chocolate milkshake. We never varied, but we did share, passing the drinks around so we all could get a taste.

      This will be our last weekend here, as next week we move into the dorms at Knightsbridge Academy. Not that it is a major move for me—I’m simply moving out of the staff dorm and into the students’—but I know how big a deal it is for Tyler.

      He likes his family, and they actually give a shit about his well-being. They all make sure to sit down together every night for dinner, Ty’s dad plays football in the garden with him whenever he can, and every night when he gets home from school, his mum asks how his day has been and offers to help with his homework.

      Mitch and I aren’t embarrassed to admit that we are jealous. Mitch was raised by a nanny called Helga. She has been the only constant in his life. His mother left early on, saying she needed to focus more on her charity work than raising a baby. Whereas his father flew around the world, buying and selling companies. Destroying lives one continent at a time, as Mitch says.

      I am luckier in that area as my mum has always been there, but that doesn’t mean she gives a shit. She is always scheming and trying to work out how she could get the next bit of power, or money. Both usually involve fucking some random old dude and hoping he is so enamoured, he will marry her.

      I don’t even bother getting to know her conquests anymore. I know they will never be permanent. I can’t even remember how many weddings she has had. How bad is that?

      As for my father, I know hardly anything about him. He left when I was young, and had no intention of becoming a father. According to the news reports online that I found, he claims that my mum tricked him into getting pregnant, and he would be surprised if I am really his child, as she struggles to keep her legs closed.

      Mum tells a very different tale, but I don’t have the heart to tell her I saw the news headlines. She claims they did a DNA test, found out he was definitely the father, and then he signed away all parental rights as a clause of the divorce. I’m guessing there was a big pay out involved.

      Mum actually doesn't talk about him all that much, and if she does, I see a pain in her eye that I have never seen before. I remember when I was little, she would say he was her one true love, her soulmate, but when I got older, she stopped talking about him completely.

      I don’t know if I believe in one true love, but if Mum met hers, only for him to ditch her very publicly, I can only imagine her pain. The news also mentioned rumours he left her for his teenage secretary. It’s no wonder she is humiliated and hates talking about him.

      So, I’ve never pushed too hard. She is my mum after all, and I don’t want to hurt her, no matter how much I want answers.

      “So, you said you had some big news for us, Knight?” asks Mitch, pulling me out of my daydream.

      “Oh, yeah. So, I finally got confirmation today from that prick, Billy Ronzano. I can choose my own two Elites Brothers, and so naturally, I choose you,” I say proudly, and I see the wide smile on Mitch’s face, and the confused look on Ty’s.

      “Holy fuck, you really got him to let you do that. That’s virtually unheard of. Wait, that will make us the youngest Elites in Knightsbridge Academy history, won't it?” asks Mitch, practically bouncing on the seat in excitement, the way he always does. He gets so wound up that it's almost impossible to keep him settled down.

      “Yeah, I mean Mum said she thinks Grandfather may have been given it in the first year. In fact, most of my ancestors probably did, but they have never chosen their own brothers,” I confirm, much to Mitch’s excitement.

      “I’m confused, what is this Elites thing all about? You have been talking about  becoming the youngest president of it for months, but you never really said what it is,” asks Ty looking confused.

      Mitch scoffs in the corner. There are times we both forget that Ty doesn’t really belong in our world. The only reason he is attending Knightsbridge Academy is because he begged his dad to let him. We go to different primary schools. I go to the private one in town along with Mitch, but Tyler goes to the public one. His parents want him to be raised as normal as possible. So he has never been raised to dream of becoming an Elite once we reached Sixth Form.

      “Fuck, I forget you know so little. Okay, so the Elites is basically like a student council that runs the school. It is usually made up of three guys, and there is a President who gets the deciding vote whenever that is needed.

      “The idea is that the Elite is responsible for running the students in their school. If there is trouble between students, bullying, any issues like that, then the Elites are responsible. They hold court and can impose punishments. They even have the power to call a Board of Governors meeting with the adults who run the school and recommend for someone to be expelled.

      “Although, this is not always needed if the President has a good relationship with my mother, then she will listen to them and do it without involving governors. But the idea is that even if the Head doesn’t agree, the Elites have the power to go over her head,” I explain.

      Tyler's eyes grow wide with the realisation that this will be our new role.

      “And don’t forget about the fucking awesome parties,” Mitch adds with a big grin on his face. I can’t help but chuckle.

      “It’s true. We will be in charge of organising and funding all school extra-curricular events,” I add.

      “How the hell are we supposed to organise a party? We are thirteen-years-old. We can’t buy alcohol, and we sure as shit don’t know the first thing about organising events,” shouts Tyler, his voice becoming more high-pitched as he speaks, but I just laughed.

      “For the first time ever, the Elites will have a liaison officer. This is a student in Upper Sixth who will be responsible for helping us with decisions like partying, and helping us to buy the alcohol.

      “Billy has picked our first Liaison Officer. We will meet him when we move into the Elites apartment, but for the next two years, we will be responsible for choosing someone new. Until I turn sixteen, and we don’t need one anymore,” I explain.

      Mitch mutters about hoping they chose someone cool. I had hoped it would be enough to settle Tyler’s mind, but my ever practical friend still looks concerned. I raise my eyebrows, silently asking him what’s wrong.

      “I just don’t know if I am capable of punishing people, or acting as a role model,” he says, looking down at his discarded plate and playing with the lettuce he has not eaten. Both Mitch and I burst out laughing at the absurdity of his comment. He chastises us both for laughing at his insecurities.

      “Brother, you do not have anything to worry about. You are the one who keeps us on the straight and narrow. You are the one who knows what it means to be fair and not to get wound up in power. I need you by my side to make sure I act impartial at all times, and that I don’t let people with power and influence get away with things that others can’t. You are our moral compass, and I can’t do this without you,” I say as seriously as I can, smiling at my best friend so he can see how sincere I am. It takes a while for him to consider what I have said. He isn’t one for blurting out the first thing on his mind like Mitch.

      “Okay, I’m in, but I’m calling shotgun on the second biggest room,” he says.

      The diner is filled with groans and laughter as Mitch argues that it isn’t fair, and I confirm it is well within the shotgun rules. I knew I would be a better president just for having the two people in the world I care about most by my side. We will be known to the school as the Elites, but to each other we will be brothers. Finally giving me the family I have always secretly coveted.

      

      I’m drawn out of my reminiscing by both Mitch and Tyler coming to join me at the bar. Carl, one of the best recruits on our list, waits until being called over to ask if we need any drinks. Mitch orders a drink, and given the way he slurs his words as he orders, I can tell he doesn’t need another drink.

      I motion for Carl to water it down using the sign we agreed on at the beginning of the night. I know Mitch has a tendency to get smashed and do stupid shit, so I try to minimise it. Being part of the Elites doesn’t mean we are above reproach. Far from it.

      Carl comes with our drinks, and we thank him. Mitch has no sooner put his ass on one of the rented bar stools when he jumps up and dances his way towards the dance floor and a group of girls in its centre. He shouts something about this being his jam, and that makes Tyler and me laugh. Mitch struggles to sit still at the best of times—always so excitable—yet he is even worse with some Dutch courage.

      Ty and I have often pondered if he had grown up with parents who gave a shit, or attended a school where teachers weren’t afraid of his last name, whether he would have been diagnosed with something like ADHD. He definitely fits the criteria, but he doesn't need a label. We are his brothers, and we learnt a long time ago how to calm him down, to get him to focus. We are making sure that he graduates with decent grades that he has earned.

      “Carl, tell the others Mitch is cut off,” I shout while he is making up what looks to be a fancy cocktail for a couple of girls at the other end of the bar. He acknowledges me and starts passing it on to the other guys. It will be interesting to see which of these guys will have the balls to actually say no to Mitch.

      “I was going to ask you if we are cutting him off,” Ty says, looking in the direction Mitch went and seeing him sandwiched between two girls who are both grinding their bodies against him.

      “Maybe I should have done it before the last round of shots,” I reply, and I know Tyler can hear the melancholy in my voice.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, and sits patiently, staring at me, waiting for my brain to formulate the right response.

      “I shouted at Lexi, and now I feel like shit. She was drunk, and I had a right go at her,” I explain, and suddenly anger flashes across his face.

      “Did you leave her alone while she was pissed? After you probably upset her by yelling at her?” he growls at me, clearly very annoyed by my behaviour. In the same way I am.

      “Fuck, man, you know I can’t be near her. She is my fucking sister, and I hate it,” I yell at him.

      He puts his arm around my shoulders, pulling us until we are close enough for our foreheads to touch.

      “I know there is more of a story here, and I think we both need to talk very openly and honestly, about Lexi. But first, we need to make sure she is safe and gets to her room if she has had too much to drink. You know what some of these assholes are like with drunk girls. They get a bit too handsy and there's no way I’m letting them do that to Lexi. So pull yourself together, and let's go find her. Okay?” he says, his face mere inches from mine.

      I put my arm on the back of his head, returning his hug before pulling away.

      “We definitely need to talk about this another day. I have never seen you this possessive or concerned about any girl, other than your sister. But you are right, that's a conversation best had without alcohol. Let's go find our girl,” I say, jumping down from the stool I had been sitting on.

      Our girl? What the fuck? My brain is clearly far too muddled by alcohol to speak properly. Not only will she never be my girl, but if she was, I don’t think I could share her. She would be all mine.

      Ty and I have shared girls before—it wouldn’t be anything new. Hell, we have even shared a girl between all three of us on occasion. We are brothers and have always been close, but the idea of sharing Lexi does not appeal to me. In fact, I’m getting angry just thinking about it.

      I glance over at Tyler to see what he is thinking, and he is looking at me with an amused expression on his face. Damn that asshole for always knowing what I am thinking.

      “Why don’t we spread out and shout if we see her. We can cover more ground that way,” Tyler suggests, and I can’t help but agree.

      I head in the direction of the dance floor—as she was dancing just before I sent her off—while Ty heads towards the beer pong to find Penny, to see if she is with her.

      I look all over my half of the room, side-stepping Ashleigh with some harsh words when she walks over to try to grope me. I even wade deep into the dance floor, making sure to look at each body to make sure it isn’t her. I grab Mitch by the collar and drag him with me.

      He will be of no use in finding Lexi, given that he has never met her and has no idea what she looks like. But I saw him grinding his way over to Bianca, his ex, and I am determined to keep him out of her gold digging clutches. He agrees to help because that is what we do for each other, but I see him look longingly at the redhead who nearly broke him.

      “Stay away from that tramp, please,” I say, trying to keep my insult as tame as I can. I don’t want to piss him off and send him running straight into her arms.

      “But she sucks like a fucking hoover, Con. You have no idea the magic her mouth can do,” he replies, looking deadly serious.

      I give him a look to let him know I am serious and that I don’t give a shit if she has a gold engraved vagina that milks cock, he is not going back to her. He huffs like a toddler being told off. In fact, he may actually have stomped his foot, and that makes me laugh. Mitch isn’t used to being told no.

      Seeing that Tyler has returned to our agreed meeting place, I grab hold of Mitch’s arm and pull him towards Ty.

      “Did you find her?” I blurt out when he is within hearing distance, which is a lot closer than normal, given the loud music.

      “No! I found Pen and Brandon, but they said they hadn’t seen her since the dance. She told them she was heading to the bathroom, but that was ages ago. They assumed she was just talking to people, trying to make new friends, but I don’t see Lexi doing that. I saw how shy she was when I started talking to her,” he answers.

      I start to panic. Why do I care so much about this girl?

      “Maybe she is just hooking up with someone. We should leave her to it,” says Mitch.

      Before he can even finish his sentence, I grab hold of his shirt and twist, pulling him into me. I growl in anger and am surprised to hear Tyler match my growl.

      “She is not hooking up. I will be spreading word around that my sister is off limits. They need my permission to have anything to do with her that goes beyond friendship,” I growl, knowing it is the only thing I can do.

      I can’t have just anyone trying to get into Lexi’s pants. At least this way I can decline everyone, keep her out of male hands, and say it's all because of brotherly love. I smile to myself, pleased with my brilliant idea.

      “Isn’t that going a bit far, man? I mean, even my sister isn’t subjected to that,” Mitch says, looking at me like I am being irrational and he doesn’t know why.

      I go to answer him, but surprisingly, I am cut off by the supposedly more sane of the two of us.

      “No, Lexi needs this. She is far too good for the majority of these dicks, and she is shy, Mitch. Like really shy. We don’t need some guy taking advantage of her good nature. She is far too beautiful to be wasted on these idiots,” replies Tyler.

      We both look at him with wide eyes. Mitch is shocked because Tyler would never normally agree to this. When I offered it to Mitch for his sister, Ty convinced him to decline, saying every woman should have the right to make their own choice about the men in their lives.

      The only other person we had this for was Jasmina last year. She was a princess in her own country, one of the small islands that I can never remember the name of. Her father had called me personally, demanding that I make sure men stayed away from his daughter.

      I agreed because you do not say no to a prince, but Tyler was not happy. He did not agree, and whenever a date was proposed to us, he voted yes. So the fact he now wanted to lock Lexi away spoke volumes.

      “Fuck, I really need to meet the girl who has you two acting like this. Can we share her, please?” Mitch begs, and we both swear at him in unison. I even top it off with a clip around his head.

      “She is my step-sister,” I grind out, hoping that it sounds genuine. Mitch just laughs.

      “Exactly, not a blood relative, which means she is not off limits. Besides, you two are raging around like cavemen looking for a woman to bang over the head with your stick and drag back to the cave,” he says with a shit-eating grin on his face.

      Mitch might be drunk and slurring his words slightly, but there is no denying he still knows us well. Both myself and Ty decide it is better not to argue with him, as that will just get him more riled up.

      “Fuck this talking bollocks. We need to find Lexi, and when we know she is safe, then tomorrow we can talk about this. When we are all sober. But for now, we find her, all right?” I say firmly, letting them know it isn’t open for debate.

      “She headed towards the bathroom. Let's try that way,” says Tyler.

      He pulls Mitch along with him and I follow. My stomach is flipping, my heart racing. I don’t know why, but I have a really bad feeling right now.
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      We reach the bathroom to find a long queue. The walls lining the corridor are filled with couples making out or getting a little more hot and heavy than they should have been in the corridor. I look through all the people in the queue for the bathroom. None are Lexi, and I’m starting to get more concerned. Why the fuck didn’t I make sure I had her number?

      “The queues to use our bedrooms are longer than the one for the loo,” says Mitch.

      It dawns on me that the couples are all waiting for their turn in one of the two open bedrooms, and some of them obviously can’t wait.

      “We should ask some of them if they have seen Lexi,” says Tyler, and I am inclined to agree with him until Mitch interrupts us.

      “No fucking chance. None of these people know who Lexi is, since they have never met her before. Do you really think that any of these people can see anyone other than the people they are with?

      “Take that couple next in line for my room. He is very clearly fingering her under her skirt, and she has her hand in his jeans—no doubt stroking his dick. Do you really think they could tell you anything about anyone else in this corridor? They probably don’t even know who went into the room before them, except for hoping that he cums quickly,” Mitch rants.

      For once, I am inclined to agree with him. I also see the look of recognition on Tyler's face when he realises Mitch is right. It may be a rare occurrence but it does happen.

      “What the fuck do we do now, then?” Tyler asks, his voice laced with despair as I realise he is starting to panic.

      My heart races, and I can’t help but feel the same.

      Looking around, I plead for any sign that Lexi has been around here. Tyler has taken to banging incessantly on the bathroom door, to make sure she isn’t in there. Mitch volunteers to very quickly check the two bedrooms to make sure she isn’t in there. He quickly came back to tell me what he saw.

      “Oh, man, you will not believe what I just saw in Tyler's room. Sarah, from the year below, was there, and she was on her knees in the middle of the bed. She was leaning down and licking the pussy of Marissa, from gym class. Then behind her was that David kid—you know, the nerdy one from physics? He was fucking her like a dog in heat.

      “But the best part was his mate. Fuck… I think he’s called Phill or something like that. Well, he was laying underneath and was teabagging David’s balls. Who knew nerdy kids know how to get their freak on,” he says, getting more excited and animated as the description went on.

      Despite my current anxiety and stress, I can’t help but laugh. Mitch always finds a way to cut through the tension and give us a fresh perspective. I joke back so he knows I am not about to have a meltdown.

      “Are you jealous? Do you want some balls in your mouth?” I ask, poking him as a joke. He initially has a serious look on his face, like maybe I have offended him, but then he just laughs.

      “No way, Knight. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to play with you and Tyler, especially when there's a girl or two involved as well, but I’m not interested in any other cock,” he says, and this time I smile.

      “I will remember how much you love my cock next time I get blue balls,” I joke.

      Mitch had no qualms about admitting that he enjoyed a bit of cock every now and again. He is very much into women and only ever experiments with me and Tyler. He can’t afford word of his sexual preferences getting back to his father, though. He could very well be disowned and disinherited, all because he enjoys fooling around.

      Tyler, on the other hand, is a bit more confusing. He has never shown interest in cock before, until last year's Welcome Back party. Since Mitch and Tyler's room are covered in cum at this stage, they always stay in my room after the party. Mitch was with Bianca, so he stayed in her dorm, but neither Tyler nor I hooked up, so we stayed in my room.

      I woke up in the middle of the night to find Tyler giving me one of the best blow jobs I have ever had. We talked about it, and he said he wanted to try it. I was open to it. I knew it took a lot for Ty to open up to me in this way, and there is no way I would reject him.

      He has never done it again, but he got more experimental during our group sessions. He let Mitch blow him, which was something he had always opposed. He even started stroking my cock and helping guide me into whatever hole I had waiting for me. We never talked about what he wanted to try, he just did it when he felt confident enough to.

      Mitch, however, is always open and demands what he needs. Although I never physically touched a dick, when Mitch asked me if I would fuck him in the ass to see what it felt like, I agreed. We didn’t fool around much without a girl involved. It is more whenever Mitch wants to experiment, or we are drunk. I am not ashamed or embarrassed by the relationship I have with my brothers, and I would stand against anyone who challenged it.

      Tyler pulls myself and Mitch out of our blue balls banter when he runs over and tries to hide behind us. A very angry woman comes towards us, carrying her stiletto heel as though it is a weapon to be used against Tyler.

      “When the bathroom door is locked, that is usually for a reason. Not so you can unlock it from the outside and open the door when someone is inside. Thanks to you, asshole, everyone in the corridor just saw me changing my fucking tampon. Are you happy?!” she hollers as she brandishes her stiletto, genuinely worrying me that she might use it against us.

      “I’m sorry. I said I’m sorry. I thought my friend had passed out in there, and nobody knew who was inside. They said you had been in a long time,” Tyler splutters, poking his head over mine and Mitch’s shoulder, but making sure he remains hidden.

      I know girls on their periods can get emotional, but this girl is furious. I don’t even know who she is, so she must be from the public school. Clearly having her period gives her balls she wouldn’t normally have, because we don’t normally tolerate people talking to us in this way. But on this occasion, she has a valid argument. I never thought Tyler would be so stupid as to have let himself into the bathroom.

      We worked out a long time ago how to open all the locks on the doors in this apartment from the outside. After Mitch got pissed, passed out, and stuck in the bathroom for the third time, we took the time to learn.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Do you know a faster way to change a tampon, so I can get out quicker in the future?” she screams back sarcastically, and I even step backward a bit at her rage.

      “Okay, look, Tyler has apologised for what he did. Even though he acted with good intentions, he was an idiot and he shouldn't have done that to you. Please, go to the bar, ask for Carl, and tell him that the rest of your drinks for the evening are on Tyler. Tell him that Connor told you to ask him, specifically. I know it’s not much of an apology, but it's all we have. Will you accept Tyler’s apology, and ours too, for letting him loose?” I ask, flashing what girls refer to as my panty-melting smile.

      “You’re Connor Knight?” she asks.

      I see the moment her brain catches up with her hormones. When she realises she has threatened the Elites. Even if she doesn’t attend this school, the public schools still know about the Elites. They also knew that I, as President, have a place on the scholarship committee and we allow two students every year to transfer from the public school to Knightsbridge, but only if they are worthy.

      I nod in answer to her question, and she lowers her shoes. I feel Tyler take a sigh of relief behind me.

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have flown off the handle like that. I was just embarrassed. It’s me who should apologise,” she says, looking down at the floor. Her posture is that of someone who is sorry, but the tensing of her jaw and the fire in her eyes tell a different story.

      “Let’s forget all about it. Who are you, by the way?” I ask as she starts to walk away.

      “Natalia Dennison, lower sixth, I go to Headlands public school, but I have applied for a scholarship transfer. I really hope this will not effect that in any way,” she says, and this time she does look genuine.

      I can see how much transferring means to her, and I will remember it in the interviews next week. Before I have a chance to tell her as much, Tyler cuts in.

      “I’m sorry, Natalia. Of course this will play no part in the decision making. As far as we are concerned, this is forgotten. But I do want to ask you, did you see a girl hanging around the queue for the bathroom?” asks Tyler.

      He continues to describe Lexi and how she is dressed. I thought it was a long shot, but then I see a spark of recognition in Nat, as she tells us she likes to be called.

      “Oh, I do remember her. I remember thinking I loved the dress. She looked gorgeous in it. She headed towards the bedrooms, but I didn’t see which one she went into. Sorry,” she explains.

      That's when it dawns on me, she must have gone to my room. Mitch confirms that she was definitely alone when Nat saw her, which sets our minds at ease a little. We thank Nat, and she walks off.

      “She must have broken the rules and gone into my bedroom,” I say, voicing my suspicions as I start walking in that direction.

      “Wait,” says Mitch as he grabs my arm. “I thought you said she wasn’t a rule breaker. Why would she go to your room?” he asks.

      “She was in there earlier looking for the bathroom. She guessed it was my room and thought it would be okay for her to use the bathroom instead of queuing. I didn’t think she would do it again,” I explain, leaving out the reason why I don’t think she will go back in there again. I don’t think she will want to risk what happened before happening again.

      It’s like a lightbulb moment when I realise that is the only room left that she could be in. I try to think back to whether I locked it when I left, after our moment together. I had practically shoved Mel out of the door and had been desperate to find Lexi, to make sure she was okay. So I may not have locked it.

      We all race towards my room, and I throw the unlocked door open as I storm in. Mitch and Tyler follow, closing the door so we won’t be followed.

      As soon as the door closes and the music is muffled, I hear a sound that will haunt my nightmares for years to come. The sound pierces right into my soul, and I feel my cold, black heart start to crack. Lexi! She is screaming, begging for help, and I haven't been here. But I am now.

      Racing towards the noise, I realise it is coming from the main bathroom. Mitch kicks open the door, and although we all move at great speed, it feels as though the door opens in slow motion, and everything around us slows. All I can see is my Lexi.

      Her face is bright red, with black track marks from where her mascara has run with her tears. She has blood dripping down from a cut above her left eye and it is starting to swell. Her teeth have bitten down on her lower lip so hard that blood is dripping down her chin. But it’s her eyes that gut me. Her normally sparkling, full of light gaze is now dark and lost. She looks utterly terrified.

      Looking down at her body, my rage grows when I see cuts and bruises covering her neck and her exposed tits. Her arms are pulled behind her back and tied securely with a belt, with what looks to be his cock in between her hands. I try to take deep breaths, but it becomes harder the lower I look.

      The dress she is wearing has been pulled up, exposing her bare pussy. The one that she bared just for me. Not this asshole. Her ass is red and covered in what looks to be hand prints, as are her thighs. He has obviously been spanking—no, what he has done is not spanking. A spank is done to cause a little bit of pain to help increase pleasure. This is assault. He has hit her to cause the maximum amount of pain.

      If I thought all that was bad, nothing prepared me for the sight of his fingers assaulting Lexi’s delicate little pussy. With every thrust she is screaming, begging for him to stop, telling him how much it is hurting her. And every time he responds by laughing, or telling her she loves it really, that all sluts like her do. I have seen enough. I may have only taken a couple of seconds to analyse the scene in front of me. But that is all I need.

      The next few minutes pass by in a blur. I charge towards, who I now recognise to be Declan, our school's football captain. Not giving a shit who he is, I slam into him with all my force, pushing him away from my Lexi. I force him backwards until his back smashes up against the wall, and without missing a beat, I start punching him. Left and right hooks, one after the other. Not stopping, even when he brings his hands up to defend his already mangled face. I simply move my blows to his chest and ribs.

      Mitch dives into the fray, taking over with the beating, while Tyler pulls me back. He shakes me, trying to get rid of the red mist that has descended. I know he is talking to me, but the fury and adrenaline has my heart pounding in my ears, making it very difficult for me to hear.

      I follow his movements as he gets me to take slow, deep breaths. I try to turn my head to make sure Mitch is still giving Declan exactly what he deserves, but Tyler takes my head in my hands and, instead, guides my gaze to Lexi.

      She is curled up on the floor in the corner of the bathroom, sobbing hysterically. That is all I need to clear my haze instantly, and I can finally hear what Tyler is saying.

      “You have to go to her. She won’t let me get near her. Poor girl is terrified. You need to help her, Con. I will make sure Mitch doesn’t kill that rapist bastard. I will take him to the sick bay, but only to ensure he is locked there until you can speak to him. I will make sure the nurse keeps quiet and we can inform your mother when the time is right. Go now, I will deal with the rest,” he says, pushing me towards exactly where my heart wants to be.

      I walk towards Lexi, slowly, holding my hands up, as though I am letting her know that I am not a threat in any way. She doesn’t object the way she did with Tyler, letting me get right next to her. Before I slide down the wall to sit beside her, I remove my t-shirt. Tyler gives me a furious expression, but I know what I am doing.

      “Angel, let me put this t-shirt over you, please. Let’s get you covered up,” I say.

      Without saying a word, or even looking at me, she moves her arms to help me get the t-shirt onto her. The caveman part of me that Mitch talked about earlier is definitely beating his chest right about now. Seeing her beautiful, tiny body drowning in my t-shirt makes her look even more gorgeous.

      “Can I take you out of this room, Angel? Get you somewhere safe,” I ask gently, using a very soothing tone. I have never felt the need to act like this before, like I am concerned that the tone I use might cause her to freak out even more than before.

      Her nod may have been slight, but it is the confirmation I need. Placing one arm around her back, and the other under her legs, I lift her onto my chest. Maybe it is out of instinct alone, or maybe she wants to do it, but the minute I pull her into me, her arms wrap around my neck and her face buries into my bare chest.

      My skin tingles at the closeness of her and the way she feels cuddled up to me. I keep telling myself that I only feel this way because she has been assaulted, that the need to protect her is overtaking all my other normal behaviours.

      Fuck, I can analyse things later. Right now, I need to get a very scared girl away from this room. I carry her out, and without thinking about it, I head straight for my bedroom. I place her gently onto my bed, and she whimpers and grabs on tighter when I try to let her go.

      “Shush, shush, Angel. I’m here. Just give me one second,” I explain. I run as quickly as I can to grab a couple of bottles of water before closing and locking the bedroom door.

      As soon as I return, I give her the bottle of water, letting her open it herself so she can see that it hasn’t been tampered with, and she takes several long gulps. I do the same with my bottle before putting them both on the bedside cabinet.

      I notice at the side of the bed, nearest the door, is a pile of her things. The dress sits in tatters, along with her high heels. She obviously removed them while I was out of the room and is now just wearing my t-shirt, which actually sits lower on her thighs than her dress did.

      I sit beside her on the bed, but stay far enough away to give her some space. She doesn’t want the space and crawls over to my side, plastering herself against me and resting her head on my chest. I put my arm around her shoulders to help her feel more cocooned and safe. I stroke her hair gently and wait for her gentle sobs to end. When I hear her breathing return to normal, I know now is the time. I need answers.

      “Angel, I have to ask you some questions, okay? Once we are done, you don’t have to talk about it ever again, if you don’t want to. Remember, you are safe here, I will protect you,” I tell her, and I mean it.

      I may act like an asshole around her, mostly because of sexual frustration, but I will never hurt her. The fact someone was able to hurt her, or any girl, at one of my parties, will not be tolerated. She nods her head slightly in confirmation, giving me the green light.

      “Are you hurt anywhere?” I ask, thinking this is an easy place to start.

      “Just some cuts and bruises, nothing major. But the cut on my eye keeps bleeding,” she whispers. She rubs her wrists where there are chafing marks from where the belt was tight against her skin as she squirmed to get away.

      “I have some butterfly plasters that should close the wound when we have cleaned it,” I explain. She gives me no reply, so I continue. “I hate having to ask you this, but I have to know, did he rape you?” The words come out as a whisper, like maybe if I don’t say them too loud then it didn’t really happen.

      As the words register, she presses impossibly tighter against me, and I feel her shiver. Fresh tears hit my bare chest, but she is still in control. She isn’t sobbing hysterically, just crying for the pain she has endured.

      “No, thank God. He… he… he used his fingers, but that was all. I tried to stop him. I really did. I fought, I screamed, I begged. I really tried, Connor. I was so scared. Scared he was going to take the only thing I had left to give,” she says, getting faster and more panicked with each word.

      When I hear my name on her lips for the first time, it sounds like a plea. Like she is desperate for me to not see her differently. But there is no chance of that. I stroke her hair gently, trying to calm her back down. I’m confused by what she meant at the end, and when I ask her, she takes a big inhale of breath before talking so quietly I can barely hear her. It’s like we are in our own private bubble, and what she has to say is just for me.

      “When we met, by the pool—do you remember?” she asks, and I almost laugh before voicing my thoughts out loud.

      “I could never forget that, Angel,” I say.

      She throws one of her legs over mine so that she is completely covering one side of my body. It’s like, no matter how hard she tries, she can’t get close enough to me.

      “Well… that was my first sexual experience, ever. The second was in your living room today. My brain got carried away, and all I could think about was how much I wished it was me with you instead of that girl. I wanted to be with you like that. Fuck, I think I probably would have given you my virginity if you had wanted it.

      “All I could think was that I never got the chance to have sex normally. I thought he was going to steal my virginity, and I would be broken and tainted forever. But now I know, it doesn’t really matter that he didn’t go all the way because I still feel disgusting and tainted,” she grinds out, getting angrier the more she speaks.

      I know how she feels because I am getting angry that she is thinking of herself in that way. I choose to file away that little piece of information about her being a virgin and wanting me to be her first. I will worry about that another day.

      Taking both hands, I place them gently on either side of her head. As carefully as possible, I move her until she is facing me.

      “Listen to me very carefully, Lexi. You are beautiful. You will always be beautiful. Cuts and bruises will heal. Do not give him the power to make you feel less than you are. When the time is right for you to lose your virginity, then you will, and I can guarantee that the guy will worship you. He will make you feel pleasure you have only ever dreamed about.

      “This incident will not even play a part. You have the power to not let him get to you, to prove to him that you are better than him. You still have your virginity to gift to whomever you think is most worthy. Remember that,” I say, sternly.

      I’m very careful not to say that I would be that guy. There’s no way I would hit on such a vulnerable girl. But if I have my way, I will be that guy. Fuck what my mother says. Fuck everyone else. When Lexi is ready, if she chooses me, I don’t think I will be able to push her away.

      A little smile passes over her lips, and I notice that the tears have stopped now. I take the pad of my thumb and wipe away as much tears and mascara as I can from both eyes, but I worry I have just made it worse. Her hand comes up and takes my hand into hers, locking our fingers together as we both smile shyly at each other.

      “Can I stay here with you, please? I just want to lie here and sleep for a bit. I don’t think I can sleep by myself,” she whispers, flicking her eyes down to avoid eye contact.

      It’s like asking me for what she really wants is embarrassing, maybe something she doesn't do often. I squeeze her hand, stroking my thumb gently over the back of her hand. My other hand lightly combs through her hair, my fingers sliding through her silky locks.

      “Of course, Angel. You sleep, I will look over you.” I speak with conviction and I see her take a big breath before she lays her head back down on my chest and closes her eyes.

      It’s not long before the rhythmic motion of my hands causes her to drift to sleep. I feel sleep pulling at me, but I have something I need to take care of first.
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      As Lexi sleeps, I hold her as tightly as I can, for as long as I can get away with. I feel like this is all we can have for now, and I don’t want to waste any time. The way she clung to me, that she would only let me near her and not Tyler, that makes my heart sore.

      I feel things for this girl that I have never felt for any other, and no matter how much I don’t want to admit it—or more like, I can’t admit it—after tonight, I’m not sure I can close the door we’ve opened. I don’t know if I can go back to treating her like an asshole.

      I never want to see pain on her face again, and knowing I had put it there would be even fucking worse. For once, I had no idea what to do. I’ve never been torn between duty and my heart before.

      I’m distracted by a gentle knock on the door, followed by a vibration from my phone in my pocket. As carefully as I can, I unfurl my fingers from hers and try to ignore the loss my skin feels as I grab the phone, desperate to make sure I get it before it wakes up Lex. I see there are messages in the group chat I share with Mitch and Tyler. I’m so distracted by Lexi, I didn’t feel it before now.

      

      Tyler: Is everything okay? How’s Lexi?

      Tyler: Connor! How is Lexi? She wouldn’t let me near her, so I don’t know if she is injured.

      Tyler: Do we need to call an ambulance? Or maybe the police?

      Mitch: Fuck getting the po po involved. I’m dealing with it.

      Tyler: You are not a fucking gangster. You are a posh little rich boy who should never say the word po po again.

      Tyler: Do NOT kill him!!

      Tyler: Connor Knight. Answer this message or I will break your door down.

      Mitch: Dude, chill the fuck out. Firstly, I will not kill him. Secondly, breaking the door down will probably scare the shit out of Lexi even more, and thirdly, we know how to unlock his door, so that seems like the safer option.

      Mitch: Go and see if one of the Timpson twins has got any Valium. You could surely use one right now.

      Tyler: Fuck off. You didn’t see her face. She looked terrified. Her body is covered with marks. That sick, twisted fucker better pay.

      Mitch: He will pay. He keeps telling me that he’s the captain of our football team and on a full sports scholarship. I told him he could kiss his scholarship goodbye. I don’t care if he's related to the queen. No means no!

      Tyler: Fuck, can’t believe he wants to hide behind football. I take it back, you can kill him.

      Mitch: Wow, thanks. I will consider it if he pisses me off anymore. I have called in one of Dad's bodyguards, the one he uses when I’m home, and asked them to come watch this piece of shit until morning. I don’t want him getting even a minute of sleep.

      Tyler: I hope they send Vince. He will scare the fucker.

      Tyler: Connor, I’m gonna knock lightly just in case Lexi’s asleep. Can I come in?

      Mitch: Don’t break the door, use the lock! You don’t want to intrude.

      Tyler: That’s why I am asking, dickhead.

      Connor: You two sound like a pair of old ladies. To summarise: Mitch, make sure your guys keep that fucker on his toes until I can deal with him in the morning. And Tyler, you may unlock the door and come in, but be quiet. She is asleep.

      Mitch: Is she okay? Did he… you know?

      Connor: Not fully, thank fuck. What we saw when we walked in was the worst of it. I don’t know what I would have done if it was worse. I mean, this is bad, but it could have been a lot worse. I hate seeing her skin marred by him. Can we get your guys to pinch all over his neck and chest until he is bruised as many times as Lexi is?

      Tyler: No. We leave him to be sorted out in the right way. You know your mother will kick off if we give him any reason to argue with his punishment. The last thing we need is an assault charge.

      Mitch: Ty’s right. Just take care of Lexi tonight, and we will meet in the morning to take out the trash.

      Tyler: Do not drink any more tonight, Mitch. Sleep on one of the couches.

      Mitch: Don’t worry. I have already lined up a bed for the night.

      Connor: Do not go to Bianca. I have de-fleaed you once, I’m not doing it again. Gold digging, cheating pests are hard to get rid of when you let them in.

      Mitch: Don’t worry, it’s not Bianca.

      Tyler: Good. Be careful, Mitch. Wrap it, okay! I’m coming in, Con.

      Conner: Okay.

      Mitch: Tell Lexi I can’t wait to meet her properly in the morning. Over and out!

      

      Just as I put my phone down, I hear a click from the knob on my door. The door opens slowly. Ty puts his head through the gap, checking to see if it is okay for him to come in. I nod and he comes in, then closes and locks the door behind him, before making his way over to the bed.

      He leans over me to get a good look at Lexi, assessing her injuries. Gently, he wraps a small section of hair behind her ear, stroking her cheek as he does it.

      After he has done a thorough assessment of her body, making sure that she is safe to stay here and doesn’t need to be in hospital, my friend releases a big sigh. He walks to the side of my room where I keep a reading chair—or more accurately, a chair for storing my clothes. He dumps all the clothes off the chair and pulls it right next to the bed.

      He takes her hand that, until I checked my phone a few minutes ago, had been firmly linked with mine. Linking their fingers, he resumes my soothing action of rubbing his thumb across her hand. I look up at my best friend and try not to get too angry at what I see.

      I think about saying something, telling him that I can see how he feels, but before I get the chance, Tyler starts to talk. Barely a whisper, so as not to wake up Lexi. But his words are loud enough to echo through my mind.

      “She’s not what I was expecting when you said you had a new step-sister,” Tyler says, and I can't help but chuckle.

      As I laugh, Lexi starts to rise slightly, so I continue stroking her, telling her to hush and to sleep. I give my best friend the evil eye for even making me laugh. He just shakes his head.

      “I had this year all planned out: graduate, hand over the baton, take over the business, start to live my own life out of the Knight’s shadow. Then Lexi happened. From the first moment I met her, I never saw her coming,” I say, hoping Tyler catches the meaning that I am not saying out loud.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Tyler asks. Apparently leaving words unsaid is not a thing for Tyler, so I return his question to him.

      “I should be asking you that question,” I say, looking down at their joint hands poignantly.

      My best friend takes a deep breath, looking hard at the beautiful girl laying plastered to my side.

      “I’m not going to deny that I am attracted to her. We have so much in common and got on really well for the short time we spent together. If she is interested, then I would obviously have asked your permission first—to see if you agreed to us dating. But that all went out the window the minute I walked into this room and saw you two like this. I would never risk our friendship for anyone. I hope you know that. I know you like her, Con.”

      His words repeat in my brain, like I can’t quite understand why my best friend would want to date my girl. But she can’t ever be my girl. So if she has to be with someone, do I want it to be him? I know, without him having to say, that whatever I decide, Tyler will not risk our friendship over a girl.

      “Of course I feel something for her. Look at her. How can I not? I have never felt like this before. Girls have always been a one-time deal for me, and it’s just sex. None of this cuddling stuff. But with her, I feel like I want her to have everything, including all the stuff I don’t normally offer. It’s like I don’t even see any other girls. Just her. But nothing can ever happen between us,” I explain, stroking Lexi’s hair for comfort as I tell him my story.

      “I’m confused. Why can’t you? Don’t tell me the sister thing, because that's bollocks. Like Mitch said, she isn’t blood,” he snaps, and I know he is right, but there is a lot more to the story.

      “Okay, so you know that when I graduate, I am going to work alongside the CEO of Knight Enterprises to learn how the place works, so that by the time I turn twenty-one, I will be ready to take over the business. Well… remember last year when we got in that fight at O’Finnigans in town?

      It made the papers. It’s not the first time either. At the last board meeting it was discussed and they are not sure I’m mature enough to learn the ropes. They want to overrule my grandfather's wishes and have me learn the ropes from twenty-one and take over at twenty-five.

      “Mother agreed to watch me for them this year. If at any point I attract the attention of the press for a negative reason, they can call a meeting and essentially take away my apprenticeship. She thinks this is a ploy by my uncle, who is currently running the board to remain CEO.

      “He wants me out for good. Being with Lexi, the controversy that would tarnish my family would be enough. I don’t want to give him the rope he needs to hang me with,” I explain.

      I try to keep the anger and resentment I have out of my voice. I know he is thinking the same thing I argued when I found out. That fight was bullshit. We were attacked, completely unprovoked, and they accused me of starting shit. In hindsight, I have always wondered if I was set up.

      “Wow, so your mum specifically said she was off limits?” he asks, and I know, given the little cocky smirk on his face, exactly what he is thinking.

      “She gave me more of a general warning. You know, to keep it in my pants this year and avoid all shit shows. But, yeah, she did say Lexi would be even worse than just any girl.”

      As I say the words, we both look down at the small girl wrapped tightly in my arms. She definitely is something special, that’s for sure. But was she worth risking everything?

      “So if anything happens between you and Lexi, you will have to keep it a secret, yeah?”

      I nodded to confirm he is right, and I see his jaw tighten as he asks the question we are both thinking about, but neither of us wants to answer.

      “Is she worth the risk?”

      We sit in silence for a short time, both simply looking at Lexi, staring at her beauty whilst I stroke her hair and Ty strokes her hand. She looks so small and fragile. What if I hurt her? I have never even considered more with a girl, but this beauty deserves more than just a quick fuck. I can tell Ty thinks so, too.

      I don’t even want to think about how she fits into my obligations of marriage, or whatever fuck up Ashleigh is involved in. All I know is that if she is dragged into my world, I will protect her. But there are more reasons why I should stay the fuck away.

      “What about you? If I can’t have her, would you?” I ask, trying my best not to scrunch my spare hand into a fist. The idea of her being with anyone else hurts. It is a little better with Tyler, but still not a great feeling.

      “Fuck, I don’t know. I wouldn’t want to put our friendship at risk, and I know that is exactly what would happen. You would give me permission because, despite what everyone else may think, you are a good guy, and you want me to be happy. But I think, over time, you would come to resent me. To hate seeing us together, and to want her for yourself,” he explains, running his spare hand through his hair.

      Classic Tyler nervous gesture. He always runs his fingers through his hair or down his face whenever he is stressed or worried about something. I can’t help but smile at what he said. He knows me so well.

      “Why don’t we share, like we have done in the past?” he asks, looking hopeful.

      I have to admit I have considered the idea, but the actual sharing is the main problem.

      “I don’t know, Ty. In the past it has only ever been for one night, and I didn’t give a fuck about any of them. This situation is completely different. We wouldn’t just be sharing her for one night of hot sex. It would be for so much more,” I explain.

      Even though my words were negative, Tyler surprises me with the biggest shit-eating grin. I ask him what he is smiling about, and he scoots a bit closer before answering.

      “Aww, my little boy is all grown up. Look at you talking about having an actual dating relationship with a woman,” he croons, ecstatic at the idea that I may finally have met a girl I want to spend time with, and with our clothing on.

      “Oh, fuck off. Okay, so yes, I probably could see myself in a relationship with her, doing the whole dating thing and not just sleeping with random girls. I always said I would settle when I found the right girl. Too bad said girl has got the biggest warning sign attached to her. What if I only want her because I can’t have her?” I whisper the last part, scared to voice the fears whirling around my brain.

      Surprising me, my best friend takes my free hand into his and squeezes. It is the best version of a hug he can give me while I have Lexi on me, but it is exactly what I need.

      “Did you know she was off limits when you first met her? Because I would bet that you have liked her since day one,” he says.

      I release the breath I didn’t know I had been holding. I smile, thinking about our first meeting, how she melted under my touch. She had been drawn to me, just as much as I had to her.

      It appears that I have a lot of thinking to do. Do I risk everything for this girl? Or do I let her date my friend if she wants to? Can I get over the jealous, possessive instincts that I have for Lexi and share her?

      All of these are questions that need to be answered at a later date. For now, I need to just enjoy the feeling of her in my arms, and know that for just one night, I can have her close and I can protect her. I can be who she needs me to be. Tomorrow is another day, and we can worry about that then.

      “Go out and make sure the party clears out on time, please. Make any notes about people that we need to. Lock the doors and ask one of the Prospects to stand guard. I want her to know she is safe, even while she sleeps. Get a message sent out to everyone to meet in the Grand Hall at 3pm tomorrow for the start of the school meeting. Ensure everyone knows that attendance is mandatory. Thank you, Tyler. You can sleep in the living room if you want to get your room cleaned before you step foot into it. We have the cleaning service booked for 1pm, so no rush getting up. That all okay?” I ask, knowing full well he probably has either started doing some of those things or had a to-do list with them on.

      “Course, mate. Sleep well. Look after her. I will lock the door,” he says, leaning over and gently placing a soft kiss onto her forehead.

      She doesn’t wake, but I do feel her shuffle slightly and pull herself even closer to my body, trapping my thigh even more.

      Fuck, if this weren’t such a shit situation, having this beautiful girl curled up against me, the soft curve of her ass peeking out below my t-shirt, which has ridden up, would be a massive fucking turn on. But the more I see her broken, abused skin, the more I want to kill someone. But all that can wait. For one night we are living in our bubble, the world of restrictions and pain far, far away.
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Lexi

        

      

    

    
      I wake up disoriented, with a massive headache, and quickly get over-heated. I force my eyes to open, and that's when I realise I am lying on a very hard, yet very toned and lean, muscular body.

      Casting my eyes down to make sure we are both fully dressed, I see the large black t-shirt covering my body, and flashes of the night before invade my mind. It’s like a slideshow of all the memories that I would rather forget flicking into my mind, one after the other. Hand on my body, pain splashing across my skin, fear prickling my every sense.

      My heart starts to race, and my breathing becomes short and sharp. Suddenly, the cocoon of this hot, naked, tattooed body becomes too much. I start to panic, my head gets dizzy, and the room spins.

      Needing to get as far away as possible, I push myself upwards and scoot backward on the bed. Strong arms grab hold of my shoulders, and I can’t help but scream.

      “Hey, Lexi… Lex, it’s me. It’s Connor. You are safe, okay? Take some nice big deep breaths for me. That’s it, keep breathing. I’ve got you, well done.” Connor strokes my arms as he continues repeating praises for me, helping me cool my panic attack down.

      Now that I am thinking a little bit more logically, instead of crippled by fear from what happened yesterday, I remember everything Connor did yesterday. Covering me in his shirt, letting me stay with him while I was scared, whispering to me gently, almost like a distant noise, until I fell asleep.

      I remember lying down and concentrating on the black swirls and designs of his tattoos, feeling the rise and fall of his chest with each breath, and listening to the beat of his heart underneath my face. I felt safe. Connor gave me safety at a time I was desperate for it and I don’t know why.

      “Here, have some water, Angel. You will be fine,” he says so gently it is as though he could break me with his words.

      I had no idea Connor was capable of being so sweet. The shiver that runs down my spine at hearing him call me the name only he uses for me feels amazing. It's like my body is tingling, but then I remember the horror of last night and I feel nothing but disgust at myself.

      How can I crave him after what happened to me? Connor was the only guy who had ever touched me sexually and Declan stole that from me, tainting all the memories I shared with Connor, and tainting me. I am damaged goods now, and as soon as I think that, silent tears start to fall as I take the water bottle from his hands and keep my face lowered.

      “Don’t cry, Lexi. Please, don’t cry. Are you in pain anywhere? Do you need some painkillers? We have some somewhere,” he says, looking around but not wanting to get up and let go of my hands.

      He is stroking circles on the back of them with his thumbs, and just that little gesture is so soothing and confusing at the same time. I know I have to voice what I am thinking, no matter how painful.

      It’s like this room has become our bubble, where we can escape into our own fantasy world and become two different people, but when we leave this room, we will become the people we really are.

      That’s when the whispers from last night really came back to me. The conversation he shared with Tyler when they had thought I was asleep. The secrets I heard that I wasn’t supposed to.

      I hadn’t missed the gentle way Tyler had cared for me too, the feel of his slightly rougher hand soothing my skin, compared to Connor’s softer feel. Not to mention the light kiss he placed on my forehead as he left that had given me hope. Hope that I could be loved and that this fuck up of a night could be so much more than just that one incident. But they hadn’t wanted me to know about that conversation, and I will keep it that way. For now, at least.

      “I might have some later, thank you. I don’t know if my headache is from crying or a hangover. Luckily, I don’t feel too nauseous. I’m… I’m just so embarrassed and disgusted at myself,” I say, whilst staring at the soft dark grey duvet I am covered by.

      I try to pull my hands away from his, but only one comes free. As soon as his free hand meets my chin, he tilts my face up to meet his gaze. I realise he didn’t let me pull my hand away; he simply needs to use his.

      My heart does a little flip when I see those crystal blue eyes burning with emotion as they stare back at me. This isn’t the cold, hard Knight I am used to. This is the Connor I first met. The one I am starting to share a lot of secret experiences with.

      “Do not ever say that again. You have nothing to feel embarrassed about. And there could never ever be anything disgusting about you. Do you understand that?” he says with such passion, it is clear he means it. But I don’t feel it.

      “Connor, before last night, I… I—” No matter how hard I try, I can’t get the words out.

      “You can tell me anything, and it stays between us. I can’t promise what will happen when we leave this room, not entirely. But you have my word that this will always stay between us. Even if I am in a dickish mood one day or we are arguing, I’m not that much of an asshole that I would use any of this against you. You have to trust me on this one,” he says gently.

      I can’t help but smile. I think if he had made blind promises that I know he can’t keep, it would have been worse. The fact that he is honest about the unknown, and his tendencies to behave like an asshole, actually reassures me. Not to mention the blinding smile he throws my way when he sees me smile is heart-warming.

      “Thanks. That means a lot. So, before the… incident… with Declan, I had only ever experienced anything sexual with you. You are the only guy to have ever touched me like that, and I wanted you. I didn’t give him consent, I promise.

      “From the minute he came into the bathroom, I told him to leave. I screamed, I fought, but I was terrified. I’m just so scared that when word gets out, nobody will want to go near me. And how will I ever be able to trust any guy enough to be able to give him my virginity,” I whisper the last part, scared at what he will say in response.

      Once I started, it had all blurted out of me, my fears, my concerns. I feel like, even though Connor doesn’t have the answers, just being able to voice them is essential.

      He drops my other hand, and my stomach drops too, until he moves both hands to cup my face. He is so close to me now that if either of us moves just a little bit closer, our lips could touch.

      Did I want that to happen? Honestly, I think there will always be a part of me that craves whatever I can get from Connor, but right now I don’t think I can handle it, and I know he knows that.

      “Listen to me. I can promise you that nobody will know what happened to you, unless you choose to tell them. I told you this party would make or break you socially, and I meant that. You will have to wait until the Elites’ welcome assembly later for it to be confirmed, but we will always protect you. Nobody will hurt you ever again.

      “And when you do trust a guy enough to be with him fully, you won't even remember that shit stain. He is a blip in your life that you will not let define you. Lexi, you are gorgeous, smart, and even though you are a pain in the ass at times, there wasn’t a single male eye that didn’t notice you last night, and that will not have changed. You will still be able to choose someone who is worthy,” he explains, clearly avoiding the elephant in the room.

      I remember telling him I was a virgin last night and that I had wanted him to be the one to take my virginity. But then, I also heard him say that he would let Tyler date me.

      I remember my encounter with Tyler last night. We have so much in common that talking was easy, and up until he ditched me for Connor, he had been the perfect gentleman. Not to mention, he is gorgeous.

      He doesn’t have the classic male model look that Connor does. He has a more rugged look. With the splash of stubble coating his cheeks, the ripped denim he wears, along with his dark black hair that is stuck up in all directions—as though he has been running his fingers through it—he is everything I am normally attracted to.

      Hell, if I ignore the furious burning I feel for Connor, then I know there’s a chance Tyler and I could have something. I am definitely attracted to him.

      Wait, did I hear correctly when they said they have shared girls in the past? Did they want to do the same with me? No, I heard Connor say his mother has placed a big off limits sign on me. He could lose his future because of me, and there is no way he would risk that.

      I know I had planned to keep the information I heard secret, I really did, but that burning curiosity over whether they really want to share me is too much to hold in. Obviously, I have heard of menages and reverse harems in books I’ve read, but never in real life. I have never even considered if I want that in my life. So, I have to know: Do they?

      “Connor, I heard you talking to Tyler last night.” I pause, waiting to see what he is going to say or do, but he doesn’t do anything except smile and encourage me to continue talking.

      “Did you really mean it when you said you wanted me to date him, since nothing can ever happen between us? And what the hell did Tyler mean when he said about you sharing girls?” I ask.

      This time it is Connor who looks uncomfortable, shifting slightly and lowering his gaze from me. I have to reassure him the way he did me.

      “Hey, you can tell me. Safe space, remember?” I throw his own words back at him, and he smiles.

      Leaning back against the headboard with his legs stretched out in front of him, he leans over and lifts me up so that I am sitting right next to him. He curls his arm around my shoulder so my head is back to resting on his bare chest again. I listen to the racing of his heart and realise Connor is nervous. He looks like he is doing this for my comfort, but really, I know he just can’t have the discussion looking me in the eyes.

      “So, I know you heard that my mother told me you were off limits. It’s not just you. It’s any scenario that might get me in the media or blacken my family name in any way. I have been reckless in the past, and as a result, I have frequently made the news as a playboy or a rich asshole, any of those things.

      “I have never given a shit about my image before, but apparently the CEO of my father’s company is trying to use my image to cast doubt over my ability to take over. He wants the company for himself, and the best way to do that is to not train me, to keep letting me hang myself. So, this year, I can’t do anything that risks my image, and if word got out that I was sleeping with my sister, then that would definitely be classed as news. It has nothing at all to do with you, okay?” he asks, and although I say yes, I know he isn’t finished. So I wait silently for him to continue.

      “Fuck, I’m not good with all this feeling talk. So it might come out wrong. But long story short is that I do like you, but you deserve so much, Lex. You are amazing. I know you have heard about my less than great reputation with girls, but I have always been honest with them from the start. I very rarely do anything more than one night.

      “I occasionally choose a girl who I will keep as a fuck buddy, on hand for if I need someone, but she will never be my girlfriend and I am never exclusive. They always know this. If they hope for more, then that is their problem, and I always get rid of them when they become cling film.

      “But from the first moment I met you, you turned me on more than any girl ever has. Initially, I thought that was what drew me to you, the idea of the best sex, but that wasn’t it. Was it because you were off limits? I considered that, but they were all excuses.

      “When I saw you last night, Lex, I felt my heart breaking for you. And the anger I felt that someone other than me touched you was insane. I know you have seen the cuts on my knuckles from where I laid into Declan. I saw you earlier, you looked but didn’t comment. I wanted to kill him for hurting you.” He stops and takes some deep breaths, like he is trying to calm the rage he still feels.

      I risk a glance up at his face, and it’s like the Connor I know is wearing a mask, one of fury. He looks like he is more than capable of killing right now. Wanting to calm him, I reach up and stroke his cheek with one hand. The sharp prickle of the slight stubble that wasn’t there yesterday is rough against my hand. But I don’t care, I just want his face to soften again, and it does. He releases the breath I hadn’t realised he was holding and continues talking.

      “At the party, when I saw you and Tyler together, I got jealous. I knew he liked you. We have similar taste in women, and you are exactly his type. The reason I said that I would be okay with you dating him, if you choose to—and it is always your choice—is because it is the better option. If I can’t be with you, then I would want you to be with someone I know would treat you right. Hell, he would make a much better boyfriend than me, anyway.” He chuckles as he says that.

      I had already worked that out for myself. Comparing the two, there is no doubt that Tyler is the light to Connor's dark, the good guy.

      “He is a nice guy. Even though I only spoke to him for a little bit, I could tell that,” I say, and he nods. “But what was the sharing about?”

      “This has to stay between us, Lexi. I am trusting you with my biggest secret right now. Can I trust you?” he asks, looking incredibly vulnerable for the first time.

      I want to be able to look him in the eye for this conversation, to show him I am serious.

      Without even thinking it through, I flick my leg over his legs and straddle his thighs. I don’t even think about the fact I’m wearing nothing but a t-shirt, and the movement exposes my sore, bruised thighs. I most certainly do not think about the fact I am sitting right on top of his denim-covered penis.

      The only thought that consumes me is showing Connor that he can trust me. That I can put aside the disgust I feel about myself right now and pull myself away from the security of his cuddle. I want to show him that he has my full attention, and I know he gets that.

      His hands grab my hips, probably to stop me from wriggling against his cock, like I was just doing out of nerves. I smile at him before I speak.

      “You can always trust me. No matter how much of a dick you become after today, no matter how we leave things, you will always have my trust. If you ever need to talk, I will listen and keep it to myself. I promise.”

      I even hold out my pinky finger towards him, to show him how serious I am. Instead of looping his pinky with mine, he looks at my finger and then at me with confusion on his face. I can’t help the laugh that escapes at seeing his bewildered face. Poor little rich boy has never heard of a pinky promise.

      I explain what it means, and aside from grumbling about it being stupid, and holding no real weight, he eventually laces his pinky through mine so we can make the ultimate agreement.

      He argues that a legal document is technically the ultimate agreement, but I hush him and we both smile at the casual banter we have together. Who knew that when we weren’t arguing and hating each other, we could actually get along?

      “So, back to the main story. Myself, Tyler, and Mitch, who you haven’t really met yet—be grateful for that, he’s a nightmare—have been friends forever. We all have high expectations on our shoulders, and sometimes that means we are limited to what we are allowed to experiment with.

      “So on occasion, with the right girl, we have shared her between the three of us just for the night. And we use those nights to let loose and experiment, safe in knowing the girl we chose has signed a legally binding non-disclosure agreement,” Connor explains, and I couldn’t help but interrupt.

      “Why the hell do you need an NDA?” I blurt out, confused.

      “So, Mitch thinks he is bisexual, but he has never been able to explore it. His father is a very important media tycoon, and the Channing family name has to be above reproach. Unlike me, Mitch wouldn’t get a second chance if something like that came to light. His father is a hard-nosed bastard who would disinherit him.

      “So, we let him experiment with us. I love my brothers, but I don’t have any sexual feelings for other guys. I can see you have questions, and no matter how blunt they are, I will answer, so go for it. I’m not ashamed of what we share. It’s just fun,” he says.

      At first, I’m stunned. The idea that the three Elites are all sexually involved with each other would be quite a scandal. But that isn’t the first thought that comes into my head. I can’t stop myself from imagining Connor and Tyler together. The idea of the two of them is incredibly hot, and being the girl in the middle of that sounds so incredibly sexy.

      Almost without thought, just responding to the way my body lights on fire, I grind my hips closer to Connor. I can feel his growing erection underneath me, and I bite my lip to stop the groan I am desperate to release. I have to know more.

      “What about you and Tyler? Do you do stuff to them, or let them do stuff to you?” I can’t bring myself to use the actual words.

      Connor smiles at my shyness and naivety. The hands that had simply been holding my hips now gently pull me until I am sitting directly over his erect cock. I try not to move, not sure what I want to do. All I know is I want to hear more.

      “You can use the words, Angel. I allow them to blow me, and I have fucked Mitch before. Nobody has fucked me, and it will stay that way. Tyler has blown me before, just once, and nobody else knows. It was a big deal for him to try it, and I’m not sure if he wants to try more. We don’t necessarily talk about it, it just happens and we go with the flow.

      “Tyler has also fucked Mitch, but as far as I know, he hasn’t been fucked. Mitch is open to doing or having whatever is done to him. We all like girls, and always make sure that if a girl is with us, she is the centre of our focus. Most girls choose to be part of our four way simply for that reason. Any more questions?” He states everything so plainly, like he is reading a list of each guy's preferences.

      I am intrigued by their strange relationship, and oddly turned on by it, too. I don’t realise I’m grinding against his swelling dick until he stops me by holding my hips still. I look up into his eyes and see the fire there. I shake my head, letting him know I don’t have any more questions. I couldn’t even form a sentence, let alone try to organise my thoughts enough to work out how I feel about what he is telling me. Does it affect the way I see them?

      “What is getting you so turned on, Lexi? Does it not bother you that we have this type of close friendship?” he asks, and I can hear the vulnerability in his words. I owe him the same honesty in return.

      “At first, when you started talking, I wasn't sure how I felt about you all being together. But the more I think about it, the more I want to see it. When you mentioned that Tyler has given you a blow job, it flicked into my mind. After what happened between us at the start of the night, I have been wishing I was between your legs, instead of that girl. Then my imagination added Tyler next to me, both of us on our knees for you.

      “I know I shouldn’t be thinking about it. And every so often, my brain flashes to Declan, and the idea that I am turned on right now makes me feel sick. What is wrong with me? How can I get so turned on and fantasise about sex just a few hours after I was nearly raped? Fuck, I sound like such a whore.” I start sobbing as my mouth just explodes. I hadn’t planned to say any of that to him. Hell, I hadn’t even been thinking about it. But when it shot into my mind, I had no choice but to go with it.

      Casting a glance up at Connor, I am worried about what I might see. His hands, which had been stroking up and down my bare thighs, are now still. Holding me softly, yet firmly. His blue gaze, which reminds me of the clearest ocean, is focused on me, and his lips were pulled into a frown.

      “Who the fuck defines how you should feel after something like that? Lexi, there is no rule book for how you deal with this. The fact you are able to feel turned on does not make you a whore. Instead, it simply tells me that you feel safe and secure enough here with me to be allowed to feel whatever you need to feel.

      “Don’t ever call yourself a whore again. You are anything but that. But, if it makes you feel better, we can put a lid on the conversation for now. Then when you feel you have dealt with what happened with that turd, Declan, then you just ask me to take off the lid. Okay?” he says.

      I throw my arms around his shoulders and bring him in for a hug. It is dangerous, us being so close together, but I need him to see that I appreciate his words. We could definitely leave the lid on the conversation for now. But first, there is just one thing I need to know.

      “Connor, I know that because we are now related and because of your job that I am off limits. I would never want to jeopardise your future, but I have to know a couple of things. Firstly, if I did choose to date Tyler, would you be okay with that? But more importantly, is there any chance we can have anything together?” I ask, feeling scared to even voice those words.

      Admitting to him that I want something is terrifying. The idea of rejection terrifies me, but I have to know. If I need to start getting over him, then I need to start now. He lets out a breath and moves the small distance to place a soft kiss on my lips. I push against him, desperate for more, but he pulls away quickly. The pain I feel almost brings tears to my eyes.

      “Lexi, I can’t answer your questions right now. Please know that in the perfect world I would say yes and you would be mine, but we do not live in the perfect world. Just give me a little bit of time to think things through. Is that okay?” he asks, and I can see that he genuinely means what he says.

      That gives me hope. Hope that the asshole-Connor, who seems to exist when he has to push me away, will have gone, that only my Connor—this Connor—will remain. Do I want him to pick me? Could I share him with Tyler? There’s no denying the idea of sex with both boys turns me on, but a relationship with both… How would that even work?

      “Stop thinking. I can almost see the gears ticking through your head. We can talk more in a few days, but for now, why don’t you have a shower? I will go and find us some food. I can leave out another t-shirt and some of my sweats for you to change into. They will be big, but you can turn them up, and they are better than the ripped dress that is in the corner over there. I wanted to burn it last night, but figured I better ask first,” he says.

      I look over at the torn garment in the corner. I wish he had burnt it. All it does is bring back reminders of what happened. Suddenly, I feel dirty all over again.

      “Shower first, then we burn it after, please,” I whisper, trying to hide the tears that are now filling my eyes. Fuck, I can’t keep up with my own emotions at the moment. They are like a rollercoaster. I don’t know what I will feel next.

      Connor uses his position to lift me and stand me next to the bed. He stands, takes my hand, and pulls me towards the door in the corner. Thankfully, this bathroom doesn’t look the same as the main one. It is smaller, yet still as elaborate. The shower is easily big enough for two people—probably even three or four, if needed. It looks like it has power and jacuzzi shoots. I am suddenly desperate to get in.

      I am so busy staring at the bathroom that I haven’t realised Connor is milling around behind me, organising everything. He places a couple of clean, fluffy dark grey towels on the counter. Next to them is a pair of grey sweats and a long black t-shirt, similar to the one I’m wearing at the moment. Just seeing the sweats makes me drool as I imagine Connor wearing them slung low on his hips, the way his jeans are now. Best make it a cold shower!

      Connor shows me how the shower works before leaving me alone, telling me to come to the living room when I am ready. I love seeing this whole other side of him.

      Slipping the t-shirt off, I try not to look at myself in the mirror, but it’s huge. And once I catch sight, I can’t stop the tears from falling. I’m covered in cuts and bruises, not to mention the swollen black eye I am sporting. How the fuck have I not noticed one of my eyes is almost swollen shut? I guess it’s adrenaline and being distracted by Connor. But now he isn’t here to protect me and I have to face the horrible realisation that I was assaulted. I was raped by a stranger’s fingers. He may not have used his dick, but he still penetrated me without permission.

      I climbed into the water and let it wash away the dirt and humiliation I feel at that moment. The tears that fall are carried away. I watch my fear and disgust swirl down the drain, and at that point, I make a decision. Like Connor said, I can choose to let this incident consume me, or I can fight back.

      Anger at the way Declan treated me fills my veins. My nerves tingle with rage as I become consumed with the knowledge that I am strong enough to put this behind me. As I coat my hair with Connor’s shampoo, I inhale his scent. That strong minty smell covers my hair. It almost feels like he is lending me some of his strength. I know what I need to do. I need to make Declan pay for what he did to me. To make sure that he never does it to any other girl.

      Getting out of the shower, I use some toothpaste on my finger to clean my teeth as best I can. I use the toilet before dressing in Connor’s clothes. I can’t help but smell them. I love the way his scent envelopes my whole body. I know I need to embrace the strength he gives me. I walk out into the living room, tired, mentally drained, but hopeful.
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      As I enter the living room, I stand in the doorway, silently taking in the view before me. Looking at my watch, I see it is just after eleven in the morning. Connor and Tyler are moving around each other in the kitchen like an old married couple.

      One minute Connor will be the one cooking, while Tyler is setting four placemats on the dining table. Then Connor will take some glasses over to the table and start filling them with orange juice, and Tyler will take over flipping over whatever is cooking in the pan. It smells like bacon, and maybe sausage too. Then they are both working on the stove as Connor cooks the meat and Tyler is frying the eggs.

      I’m so engrossed, watching the way they both move, that I didn’t even notice the boy sitting at the breakfast counter on one of the high stools. He is draped over the marble countertop with his sandy blonde hair resting on his arms. Every so often he lets out a groan, but he doesn't move. The guys pay him no attention at all. I realise this must be the third member of the Elites, Mitchell Channing.

      All three boys are shirtless, like they have an aversion to covering their beautiful, ripped bodies. I have to agree with them on that one. Why cover up perfection? Tyler is wearing some dark sweatpants, hanging low enough to reveal the exact same V that Connor is displaying so beautifully. He has also changed into a pair of sweatpants, the same as the pair I am currently wearing. I feel like maybe I am drooling, looking at these beautiful, domesticated boys.

      It’s Tyler who notices me first, and he comes over to me straight away.

      “Lexi, how are you? Was your shower okay? Do you need anything? Come and sit. Food will be ready soon. Shit, did Connor ask what you would like or if you have any allergies?” He is talking so fast, clearly nervous and unsure about what to say to me, that it all comes out in a bit of a blur. The thought is there, though, and I can tell he cares about me.

      “Why the fuck would I ask what she is allergic to? Who does that?” asks Connor as he chastises his friend.

      I watch his gaze on me the whole time that Tyler leads me to the table. He points to one of the place settings and the orange juice. As I sit down, Connor comes and places a packet of painkillers in front of me, before rushing back to his frying pan. Making sure I see his wink as he goes.

      “Sorry. I meant to say we are cooking eggs, bacon, sausage, and toast using white bread. You can have whatever you want. If there is nothing there you like, we can always run down to the school cafeteria kitchen and pick something up,” Tyler explains more slowly this time.

      “Thank you. All that sounds lovely. Hopefully, it will settle the little bit of nausea I have. I thought I would be more hung over than I am,” I say, and Tyler casts a smile across at his friend before looking back at me.

      “That's because Connor forced you to drink a bottle of water before you slept. It always helps dilute the booze,” Tyler explains, and I realise now why he’s looking at Connor that way. He likes that his friend has taken care of me.

      “Woah, you must be the new Baby Girl Knight. Nice to meet you. I am Mitch. In case you hadn’t already worked it out, I am not only the best looking of our little trio, I am also the most fun. But that's not hard, compared to these two brooding assholes. How are you doing after last night?” he asks, and I can’t help but freeze.

      My eyes flash to Connor, hoping I am expressing the hurt I feel that he broke our promise by telling Mitch. He promised no one else would know. My eyes start to fill with tears as the betrayal burns me.

      “No… no, Lexi. I didn’t tell him. I can see what you are thinking, and I didn’t betray you. Mitch was with us last night when we found you. He took Declan and locked him up for the night before Tyler came and helped him deal with it this morning,” Connor explains.

      I release the breath I have been holding and blink back the tears. He didn’t betray me.

      “Sorry, Mitch. I don’t remember you from last night. Can I ask what happened to him? I want to make a statement to the police,” I say trying to muster the bravery I felt earlier.

      As I ask the question, the boys come and take their seats at the dining table, bringing the food and plates along with them. Connor takes the seat next to me and Tyler, the one opposite, but it is Mitch I am looking at for answers.

      It’s hard to believe he is a member of high society—old money, as my grandmother used to call it. He is obviously trying to rebel against his father, because instead of looking like the posh son of a billionaire, he looks like a lazy surfer.

      His dirty blonde hair has light beach waves in it, and his big brown eyes sparkle with mischief as he talks. He looks more boyish and mischievous than the other two. I can already tell he is the wild one and they keep him in line. But he must have some respect for both Connor and Tyler, because he looks at them before he answers me.

      “You don’t need to make a full statement to the police just yet, it's all taken care of,” he says, before grabbing a sausage and shoving half of it into his mouth. I look to Connor to fill in the gaps.

      “This morning, first thing, Tyler went to my mother and explained what happened last night. Your name was not mentioned, nor will it be. Myself, Tyler, and Mitch will all give witness statements telling them what happened. When you are feeling up to it, we need to take a couple of pictures of your injuries, obviously only the non-personal ones, and nothing that shows who you are. They will then be handed to the police for them as evidence.

      “He will be charged with as much as we can legally get the police to go with. We are hoping they will include kidnapping, as that carries the heaviest sentence. Although, he could get a good amount for rape. My mother only needed our statements as proof that he is a danger to the student body. Declan's mother came to collect him at the gates this morning.

      “Tyler and Mitch escorted him off the property personally and security was informed that he is never to step foot on the premises again, even when we have open parties. So you don’t ever have to worry. You are safe, and he will be taken care of,” Connor explains, placing his hand on my knee under the table for reassurance.

      I don’t know what it is, but every time he touches me, it’s like he gives me a strength I didn't know I had. It happened when we were arguing, too. I found a confidence I’ve never experienced before and was able to yell at him, which is not something I normally do.

      “Thank you. All of you. I don’t know what I would have done if…” I let the words trail off, not wanting to even think about finishing them.

      I ow these three a debt that I am not sure I can ever repay. They all look like they are blushing when I glance from one to the other with a smile to let them see how thankful I am.

      We continue eating in silence, and Mitch finishes eating before everyone else, having eaten at a speed I didn’t think was possible. He then proceeds to fill us in on all the gossip last night, and at first I think he is just being nosy and keeping the boys updated with all the dirt, but I soon realise this is an Elites meeting. This was what Connor had talked about before I even agreed to attend the party, that they have the ability to make or break people for the school year.

      All three boys comment and they debate over what they have seen. At first I’m engrossed, listening to them talk methodically about how they work things out. When Connor told me they had this power, I thought they were just power hungry, and that there would be no real thought or discussion around their choices.

      I was wrong.

      They debate and vote, and they always have a good, logical reason. Either someone doesn’t deserve something, or they are a danger. Their choices are always based on what is best for the students on the whole. That's when I realise the Elites really do care about the students.

      Not wanting to intrude on their meeting any further, I gently tap Connor’s hand that is on my thigh. He stops the conversation instantly to look at me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, sorry. I think I am going to go back to my room now, if that’s okay? I could do with a lie down, and I need to let Penny know I’m okay. She will probably be worried about me,” I reply, looking at Connor with a smile.

      I interlock our fingers together briefly, and I can see the sadness in his eyes. We both know the minute I walk through those doors, our bubble will burst. We will have to live our lives separately, and Connor has a big decision to make.

      Until then, I need to catch up with Penny and Rik. I know he will want to know all about last night. I don't know if I can tell him everything, but I will need to tell Penny. I know I have Connor to talk to, but it’s not the same as talking to a girl.

      “Penny came looking for you last night. She was by herself, and I told her what happened. I figured you would need a girlfriend to talk to when you felt up to it. I stored her number in your phone, along with ours too, in case you need anything. She is expecting you to call,” Tyler explains.

      Instead of being mad that he told Penny, I’m actually relieved. I already knew I wanted her to know, and so the fact he had done all the explaining and I didn’t have to, is great.

      “Thank you,” I say, giving him my biggest smile.

      When I stand, so do Connor and Tyler. Mitch is quick to follow. Connor still has our hands laced together, clearly reluctant to let go. Tyler runs off in the direction of Connor’s bedroom and returns with my clutch bag. He gives it to me and I thank him.

      I hadn’t even thought about where all my things were. I take my shoes in my hand, opting to go barefoot to my room. Tyler leads the way to the door, and we all follow, stopping just before opening it.

      “There is a welcome meeting at three in the Grand Hall. Get Penny to bring you, please. It is mandatory, but we will already be there hosting. You will be safe with Penny. We saw her break Carl's nose last year with one punch. It’s no wonder the guy is still hooked,” Connor says with a laugh.

      I can just imagine my tiny friend throwing a punch at Carl. She must have been really pissed at him. I am intrigued to see what this meeting is all about. I can already tell Knightsbridge Academy is nothing like my old school.

      We all stand together for a few moments just smiling, waiting for someone to be the first to make a move. The way Connor grips my hand tells me it won't be him, and my return grip says the same thing. Luckily, Mitch clearly isn’t someone who likes to stay still for very long.

      “I can see why these two are so obsessed with you, Baby Girl. You are pretty amazing. I hope we get a chance to share you in the future. Use our numbers if you need us, any time. And I don’t just mean for sex, although you can use it for sex if you like,” Mitch rushes out, but is stopped by a smack around the head from Tyler.

      He shakes his head at him, but his smile never leaves. It's almost infectious, because I can’t help but smile with him.

      Before I know what is happening, Mitch leans forward and places a soft kiss on my lips. It is only for the briefest of seconds, and there is nothing overtly romantic about it, yet I feel it in my core. I feel like I want to keep his lips there and get more. But as soon as he pulls away, he dances away, ducking to avoid the simultaneous slaps he is about to receive from both Tyler and Connor. They relax when they see me laughing.

      “Nice to meet you too, Mitch,” I shout after him and hear him laugh in response.

      “There's so much I want to say, but it can all be talked about later. Just know, I want to get to know you better, Alexis Harrington. Even if it is just as your friend,” says Tyler, and I can’t help but smile at the formal way he addresses me.

      He too leans over and presses his lips to mine, but this time when I return the kiss, he lingers slightly. I sense Connor tense at my side, but at that moment, all I feel is Tyler. It isn’t a particularly long or overly passionate kiss, but it sparks something in me. Reminding me of how I felt when I was with Tyler at the party. He walks away, leaving me with Connor, and I worry he will be mad at me for kissing his best friend in front of him.

      “Don’t worry, Angel. No decisions have been made yet. We will talk later. For now, in public, we have to go back to how things were. Just until I can figure out what to do. Please, bear with me. Give me time. Don’t give up on me,” he asks, and his voice breaks at the end, displaying his insecurities.

      This time it is me who acts first. I reach up to pull his head to mine, and once our lips touch, there is no holding back. I drop my shoes to claw at his neck and lift my leg around his hip. He responds by pushing me backward until my back hits the door.

      He licks across the seam of my lips, begging for entry, and I am only too happy to oblige. Our tongues lap at each other as we both press harder and kiss with more passion. His hard cock presses against my stomach, and I want more.

      Connor is the one to pull away, and it’s a good job he did, as I don’t think I could have walked away. He rests his forehead against mine. We are both panting, lost to the kiss that just consumed us. The way he sighs against my ear gives me an overwhelming feeling of doom, like this was our last kiss. Was this his goodbye for real?

      “Will you be okay getting to your dorm? One of us can walk you if you like,” he asks, and I notice he doesn't openly volunteer himself.

      I decline, saying I will be fine. I take my phone out, text Penny, and tell her to meet me there. This seems to settle some of the anxiety Connor has about me being by myself. I smile as I open the door, pick up my shoes, and leave. We don’t say bye—neither of us wants the bubble to burst—but as the door closes and I walk away, I have no idea how, but I know that things will have changed.

      I walk to my room quickly, and Penny is already there waiting. She is wearing the tiniest pair of booty shorts and a matching vest top. Her hair is stuck up at all angles, looking wild. She looks as though she just got out of bed and ran straight to my dorm. As soon as she sees me, she pulls me into a hug. I gently push her into my room, not wanting to do this in the corridor where anyone can hear.

      As I start telling her what happened, she brings two tubs of ice cream out of her bag, along with two spoons, and gives me a choice. I pick the caramel swirl with honeycomb pieces. It's my favourite. And as Penny dives into the chocolate heaven, she looks pleased by my choice.

      We talk, I cry, and she holds me. It’s different and less personal than telling Connor. I leave out all the bits involving the boys. The choice I have to make about whether I want to publicly date Tyler, and Connor’s choice about whether I’m worth the risk of losing his future. It’s all so confusing, and I can’t help but think about Mitch, too. Do I want him as part of the deal?

      My brain is trying to process so much that it just starts to shut down. After I demolish the tub of ice cream, I fall asleep with Penny watching over me while she plays games and texts Rik on her phone.

      We agreed not to tell him about last night—other than that I had too much to drink and made a fool of myself dancing on a table. He laughed, and I told him I would call him later. I knew if he saw my face, he would know I was hiding things from him. Penny soothed me, telling me that I will know when the time is right to tell Rik everything, and that it doesn’t have to be now.

      She encourages me to sleep and tells me she will wake me up before the welcome meeting. When I start to freak out about going to the meeting with all my cuts and bruises, she calms me down and assures me that when she has worked her magic, none of them will be visible.

      I fall asleep, safe in the knowledge that this girl, who was just a stranger a day ago, has now fast become my best friend and will be by my side for everything that is yet to come.

      

      
        
        If you plan to continue with this series, there’s an epilogue…but I suggest you stop here if you don’t like cliffhangers and don’t plan to continue.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thanks for reading!
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      Once the Elites apartments have been put back together, things start to feel a lot more normal. We have been using the same cleaning company forever, and they are amazing. The space looks so big with all the extra equipment we had set up specifically for the night now gone.

      The bar area has been dismantled and is now just a simple kitchenette. The ping-pong table is folded away. The sofas we use all year-round have been brought back in, and all the tatty table, chair, and sofas we use specifically for the party have now been put into storage.

      The DJ has packed up, and all his lights are gone. You wouldn’t even know we threw a party the night before. It just looks like a regular large apartment now.

      Mitch, Tyler, and I spend the morning lounging on the freshly cleaned sofas, discussing the meeting we are about to hold. There's a nervous energy prickling between us as we all avoid the elephant in the room.

      I saw the way Mitch looked at Lexi when he was saying goodbye, and now I have two of the fuckers to deal with. We may have shared women before, but would I… no, could I share Lexi?

      They wait around, knowing I have to be the one to bring it up. Or at least, that’s what I think until I see them practically having a silent conversation with their eyes, their eyebrows moving almost comically. They see me looking and Tyler lets out a massive sigh. He doesn’t want to speak, but he is going to.

      “You know you can’t date her, Con. I’m sorry. I hate to say it, but you have to treat her the same as you did before last night. Your mother is like a bloodhound. If she sniffs out a change in your behaviour towards Lexi, or even suspects something dodgy is going on, then that's it.

      “Don’t forget, that dickhead Uncle Nigel of yours who is running Knight Enterprises. He wants what is yours. Then there’s fucking Ashleigh and all her threats. Everyone in this fucked up high society knows each other. It will get out, and you will lose everything,” Tyler says sternly. Trying to get me to see his point of view, and I can. I’m just not sure I agree.

      “Maybe she is worth it?” I ask. It’s more of a question than a statement. I expect Tyler to answer, but it’s Mitch who interrupts.

      “Fuck yeah, she is. Why can’t we share her?” he asks, looking smug, like he has just presented the answer to all our problems, and he might have. Is that what I want? Fuck, this is far too confusing.

      “When the fuck did you throw your hat in the ring?” asks Tyler, and Mitch just laughs.

      “Erm, around the time she walked out wearing Connor’s clothes, looking all tiny and hot. I texted her as soon as she left, asking her out,” he explains with a smile. The urge to punch him is very strong right now.

      “You did what?” Tyler shouts as I scream, “What the fuck?”

      Mitch holds his hands up as if to calm us down, and he seriously looks like he has no idea what he has done wrong.

      “You prick. We are supposed to be giving her space to get over last night. Plus, before Lexi can make a decision about what she wants, Connor has to decide what he wants. Give them time, idiot. If you have pushed her and ruined this for us all, then I will beat you so fucking badly,” Tyler spits, but Mitch carries on smiling.

      He knows that not only can he take Tyler if it ever comes to it, but his threats are empty. He hates fighting unless he has to.

      “Relax, she hasn’t even read the message. What’s there to think about? I saw the way you were with her. Surely it's a no brainer. You have never been like this, Con.”

      I know he is telling the truth, but he is wrong in saying it’s easy. I wish I had the luxuries he does, that I can do whatever I want without fear of consequences. I tell him this, and he laughs. But it’s not his usual laugh. There’s a darkness to it this time.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? I have to blow you guys in secret because I can’t experiment and discover what I really want out in the real world for fear of losing my whole family. Out of everyone, I am the one person who knows what it's like to have to hide who you are—how you really feel—from the world for fear that they won't understand or because I could lose everything.

      “So in my eyes, the decision for you to date Lexi in secret is an easy one. I do it every day. I make a little sacrifice so I can have what I want and keep my father happy. So don’t ever tell me I have it easy,” he says.

      He stands and walks towards his room. He shouts, saying he is getting ready for the meeting and will be out soon. We both know that means he needs time.

      He’s right, and I didn’t even realise. Fuck, I hate that I am not being a better friend to Mitch right now. I’m so consumed with Lexi, but also his carefree attitude never gives away what he is hiding underneath: Pain over the fact he has to hide.

      Tyler and I both look at each other, agreeing we will work on fixing this for Mitch. We both get up to go to get changed, ready for the meeting. I am glad Tyler has written down notes and focus points for me to talk about, because the only thing that consumes my thoughts right now is Lexi.

      Arriving in the main hall with twenty minutes to spare before the meeting begins, we all make our way to the main stage and speak to the AV geeks to check that our mics are working. We have chairs set up on the stage, looking over the rows of chairs that will soon be filled with pupils. Everyone will have registered and enrolled in the school at this stage, and found their dorms. Classes start tomorrow, and this is our chance to inform people of everything they need to know. We sit and watch as people start to pile in.

      The minute Lexi steps foot in the room, I am instantly pissed. She is flanked by Penny and Penny’s best friend, Duke—although I think his name is Brandon. Right now, he has his arm around my Lexi’s back, and he is smiling at her as he guides her to a seat.

      Lexi and Penny start walking one way, but Duke grabs hold of Lexi’s hand and pulls her another way. She grabs Penny to make sure she follows. I ball my fingers into fists, while in my head, I have just broken his arm over a hundred times.

      After that, I pay no attention to the filling room, instead focusing my attention simply on Lexi. She is doing her best not to look my way, but I catch her a couple of times. The little blush that spreads across her cheeks with a small smile hits me right in the heart. Not to mention what it does to my cock.

      Tyler coughs purposefully to get my attention. At first I think it is just to stop me looking at Lexi, so I ignore him, because I can’t stop. But then I hear the clacking of high heels on the stage approaching me, and I know now Ty was warning me of my mother’s imminent approach. I stand to meet her.

      “Connor, why didn’t you come to my office before this meeting? I told you I needed to see you,” she says, and I look at her with confusion.

      I had no idea she wanted to see me. I probably wouldn’t have gone, but this time it really wasn’t me simply ignoring her.

      “Sorry, Mrs K, I forgot to pass on the message. Blame the hangover,” Mitch shouts over, and I roll my eyes. He probably didn’t tell me so I really could be innocent, rather than just pretending I didn’t know.

      “Fine, maybe you should write things down in future, Mitchell,” she shouts over to him in her firm, head teacher voice.

      She is only saying that because the students in at least the first three rows can hear her when she raises her voice. If she were to speak at a normal level, only I would be able to hear her, like normal people.

      “You could always use that thing called a phone, Mother. Now, what do you want? You know you play no part in the Elites’ Welcome Meeting,” I say sternly, and this time it’s her turn to roll her eyes. I hate that our eyes look the same when we do that.

      “You would just ignore the phone. Anyway, I need to know who the girl is from last night, Connor. Those two wouldn’t say a word,” she asks.

      “Neither will I. I promised her anonymity as the Elites’ President.”

      “Connor, it doesn’t work like that. There are official channels. Support I have to offer her. Not to mention the involvement she needs to have with the police. She needs to be moved to the At Risk Register for a couple of months so we can monitor her mental health. She needs to have a regular meeting with the school counsellor. There are rules, Connor.” She raises her voice for the final sentence, and the firm warning stare I give her makes it very clear I will not tolerate her raising her voice about this matter.

      “Look, Mother. Just tick all the boxes you need to. The girl will be well looked after, observed, and offered any counselling she needs. If she does need it, then she will go to a professional, not some crackpot like Mr Higgins. Now, if you will excuse me, the meeting is starting,” I say, and she knows the conversation is over.

      With a deep resounding sigh, she turns and walks off the side of the stage, the ridiculous heels clapping the whole way. I do notice that she doesn’t leave entirely, instead waiting to see how I do with the meeting. Part of me wonders if she is just waiting for me to fail. Like maybe she wants me to?

      The final stragglers enter the hall, and as soon as it turns three, I motion for the doors to be closed. I stand, facing the crowd of students. I take a deep breath and try to remember exactly what I am supposed to discuss.

      There are some notes sitting on the podium in front of me, thanks to Tyler, but it always looks better if it comes directly from me. I have my microphone clipped onto my t-shirt, and I look up at this year's students, trying my hardest not to search for Lexi’s eyes in the crowd.

      “Students, welcome to Knightsbridge Academy. We are so pleased to welcome each and every one of you. For those of you who don't know us, we are the Elite. The students who have been chosen to run the school. To my left, you have Mitchell Channing, or Mitch, as he likes to be known. If you have an interest in sports, he is most definitely your guy.

      “To my right is Tyler Jennings. He is the nicest guy out of the three of us. If you have a problem, then go to him, and I can assure you he will do his best to get you sorted. And my name is Connor Knight. I am a moody and unapproachable bastard, but I am a good leader. Together we make the perfect team that you want to look after your best interests.”

      I start the speech nicely, making sure to speak confidently, and the laugh I get for my description of myself is always the same. They think I am being funny, but I am not.

      “Before I start going over the rules and things you need to look out for this year, I have a pretty important topic that has been mentioned recently. I want to reiterate it and let you know where the Academy stands. I want to discuss No Means No. You all know what it is, but I just want to add some clarity right now.

      “No can apply to anything. It does not have to be sexual. If you take hold of a girl's hand and she pulls away, that is her saying no. If you ask a girl out and she says no, that is not her playing hard to get. If she has been flirting with you all night, or even agreed to go on a date with you, but then turns down sex, that means no.

      “We have a zero tolerance policy here at Knightsbridge Academy. If anyone is found to have broken this rule, you will be punished in line with the offense. The reason this issue has needed to be discussed today is because at our party last night, one student refused to take no for an answer. The result was a girl was raped.

      “This will never be tolerated. In this case, not only is there strong evidence, I myself was an eyewitness to the event, as were the rest of the Elites. So I can say with full certainty that Declan DiMarco was committing sexual assault. Therefore, not only was he removed from the grounds, he was also handed over to the police. With enough evidence, we hope to send him to prison for a long time,” I explain, making sure to give away nothing that will reveal Lexi’s identity.

      “That's bullshit. Dec would never rape anyone. He has me, for fuck’s sake. You are lying. Who is this bitch who is accusing my man?” screams Zana.

      I don't even know her last name, but fuck, this bitch’s voice goes all the way through me. It's so high-pitched, and despite the fact she is at the back of the room, I can hear her like she is standing in front of me. I am careful that my gaze doesn’t roam to give her any indications of who the girl might be. It's for these reasons alone that we promised Lexi anonymity.

      “Sit down, Zana. I can assure we have all the proof. Ask his lawyer to provide you with copies. As far as we are concerned, the matter is closed. End of discussion,” I state firmly before getting ready to move on to the next topic.

      But she doesn’t sit down, and Lawson Cartwright, who is sitting near her, stands.

      “This is not over because you say it is,” shouts Zana, and this time when I reply, I make sure she can hear me without the microphone.

      “As President of the Elites, if I say the matter is closed, then it is. If you wish to discuss the matter in private, then make an appointment. But for now, I am telling you to sit your ass down or I will have you removed. You do not want to make an enemy of me,” I boom.

      Behind me, Mitch laughs. He is probably thinking of ways to make Zana's life a misery, since she just hit my shit list. Cowering from my voice, she sits down, but Lawson does not. I look at him. He speaks, but with a bit less assurance than he would have had when he first stood up.

      “Sorry, but Dec was one of our best football players. Our number one goal scorer. Some of us need to get noticed by sports academies this year, and we can't do that without our best team. I am sorry to whoever he supposedly hurt, but could we not make allowances?” he asks.

      This time, I wait for Mitch to answer. This is his area, after all. He stands up, coming to join my side, before replying.

      “What if it was your sister he rapes next time? As captain, I made it very clear that even if the decision was made for him to stay at the academy, he was off the football team. I will not share a brotherhood with someone whose believes it’s acceptable to sexually assault women,” Mitch says.

      I look over at Tyler in complete shock that my friend is capable of being so philosophical. The smile on Tyler's face reveals he coached him. I should have known. I step back up before Mitch decides to go it alone and balls everything up.

      “Exactly. We all know what it means to be sexually adventurous. You can play around with your kinks as much as you please, but make sure you establish safe words. If one of you backs out—regardless of the type of sex you are engaging in—then that is the end. We have a zero tolerance. And let me make it perfectly clear, men can be raped too." As I speak, Lawson slowly sinks into his seat, trying to hide from my deathly glare.

      Clearly realising that the tone needs to be lightened, Tyler stands up and takes over the podium. He started covering all the rules and regulations, student opportunities, clubs and sports they can join before giving details regarding the Elites’ newsletter, which goes out once a month.

      We have a secretary, whose name I can't remember as Tyler hired her, and she does all our admin stuff. She does it all to look good on her university applications, and she’ll get a letter of recommendation from my Mother, which is coveted in our social circles, given my mother’s high standing.

      The secretary types up any news we have and any social changes students need to be aware of. It will be made very clear in the next letter that Zana is on her final warning, in addition to anything we saw at the party. It also keeps people updated on our future Prospects.

      While Tyler is talking, I can't help but glance over at Lexi. She is watching Tyler, engrossed with every word he is saying. She has a slight smile on her face, and I can tell every time my best friend looks at her, because a blush spreads across her cheeks.

      Obviously I wish I was the one making her blush like that, but there's no denying she and Ty are a good fit. He will be kind to her, and treat her like the princess she is. He can give her things that I can't, simply because I can't go near her in public, and I won't be able to for at least a year, or maybe more.

      Am I going to have to follow these ridiculous rules during my apprenticeship? I fucking hope not. If I have to wait any longer than a year, I will be making sure my mother finds a new husband so the step-brother thing becomes a non-issue. Until then, do I step aside for him to have his chance? Fuck if I know.

      Tyler finishes speaking and Mitch does his usual speech about getting students to join the sports teams and the prestige of playing for the Academy. He also makes a big effort to push the games of all the sports.

      He really is a sports lover and tries to go and show his support at any of the matches, no matter what the sport. He is proud of all our Academy teams. When he finishes, he hands the podium back over to me. I take a gulp. I know I’m about to do something stupid, I just can't stop myself.

      "I hope you have enjoyed everything you have heard today, and that you take on board some of the experiences. Mostly, we just want you to have a great time here at Knightsbridge!

      “Finally, I want to mention something on a personal note. Over the summer, a very memorable event occurred. As most of you will know, my mother, the headmistress of this Academy, is married to Daniel Greenway-Knight, the assistant coach for a few of the sports teams. Over the summer holiday, he reconnected with his daughter, who agreed to transfer to our academy. So I would like you all to welcome my sister, Lexi Harrington," I say.

      Applause sounds all around us with people craning their necks to catch a glimpse of the new Knight. But when I look over at Lexi, she is not standing up. Instead, she is looking at me with fury in her eyes. Thank God she covered all the bruises with make-up, otherwise everyone would know who had been attacked.

      She clearly did not want all the attention on her, and it is about to get even worse. I know by doing this I am digging my own grave, but I can't help it. I say I’m doing it to protect her, but sadly, asshole-Connor has the reins right now and fuck knows what he's thinking.

      "Lexi, don't be shy. Stand up," I add firmly.

      Seeing she has no choice, she stands slowly, hoping nobody will notice her. But everyone at the back did, and that triggers the front to turn around. Soon, all eyes are on her.

      "As I'm sure you have worked out, family is very important to me, and Lexi is protected by the Knight name, the way any birth sister of mine would be. Which means the debutante rules apply, and as Lexi has not debuted yet, all propositions will go through me. There will be no unauthorised male contact until she has been fully unveiled as a debutante. These rules are set in stone and carry a heavy punishment if broken," I explain, making my tone undisputable.

      I hear the loud groan that comes from Tyler, but I ignore him. I also ignore the death glare I can feel coming from Lexi. I have my reasons for doing this. I need to make sure no man touches her without my permission. She’s too good for most of these assholes.

      We close out the meeting and tell everyone that there is pizza and soft drinks available in the atrium next door. I have never seen a group of people leave so quickly. They are barging past one another, desperate for the free pizza. There is more than enough for everyone, but they don't know that.

      I look over at Lexi. It is quickly becoming a habit, something I do without even thinking about it. Only she isn't moving towards the exit like everyone else. She is pushing Penny and Duke to go on ahead of her while she turns to face me.

      I watch as she pulls herself up to full height, trying to convey her confidence and also her fury as she sways towards me. I can't help but admire her curvy shape as her hips rock from side to side. I remember the feel of them as she straddled me just a few hours before. Fuck, I want her on top of me with the same anger, riding me with fury.

      Tyler joins my side and gently pokes my side to remind me that there are still lots of other people milling about in the hall, since there aren't enough chairs in the atrium. Many grabbed their pizza and came back in for a seat. But there are some who are simply watching us. So I school my face into the sneer people are used to seeing.

      "What the hell was that, Knight?" she shouts, using my nickname to detract from the chemistry between us.

      "Simply introducing you to the rest of the students, Sis. They need to know who the newest Knight is," I hiss out through my teeth. I hate calling her Sis, but Zana is one of the people standing nearby, staring and listening.

      Lexi does not like my reply one bit, and her fists clench. Fuck, she looks hot when she gets all angry. But before we can engage in any more banter between the two of us, the chemistry sizzles, and Lexi shoots me down instantly by moving closer to Tyler.

      "Well then, in line with your rules, I think now would be a great time to tell you that I have decided to accept Tyler's offer of a date," she grinds out, before taking a step even closer.

      I take a deep breath, loving the way her sweet honey and lavender scent mixes with my woodsy minty smell from the shampoo and body lotion of mine that she used. She is so close. I want to lean forward and attach my lips to hers, which are currently crumpled into a sneer. She stands on her tiptoes, and I hold my breath.

      "Now you don't have to worry about making a decision. Consider it made for you, asshole," she whispers, expressing all her rage in one sentence. But what she doesn't realise is that I already made my decision. Now is the time to make her very aware of what I chose.

      Lexi starts to walk away, but I take hold of the belt loop on her jeans and pull her back until we are just millimetres away from each other. Her eyes bore into me. If the phrase ‘looks could kill’ were real, I would be dead right now.

      Instead, all I am is turned on. Tyler moved away when she stepped forward and started whispering; so I know he didn't hear what she said. She said it just for me. And so I make sure my reply is just for her. I lean forward and whisper in her ear.

      "Sorry to disappoint you, Angel. I made my mind up the minute I made that announcement, and you have just helped me out. If you want to date Tyler, that's fine. I am happy for you to do that. He can be your boyfriend for all the world to see. But I get you for when it really matters: in the bedroom, or anywhere else we decide to fuck you.

      “I have decided that I will agree to share you for now, while my hands are tied. But remember this, Angel, I am letting him give you what you need while I can't. When the time comes, it will be you and me. You better make sure that I am the first one to fuck that tight little pussy of yours.

      “No matter what, no matter how much I agree to share you for now, you better make sure to remember this and to never forget it: You are mine!"

      

      
        
        To be continued…
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        “Though she be but little, she is fierce.”

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream
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        Maribel 

        A new life. That’s what I wanted, and that’s what I was getting. 

        Finally, after a year away from my overbearing parents, I’m on vacation alone. Well, with Nibble, my dog. In the woods. It’s glorious. 

        Until he shows up, trying to steal my camper. And my peace. 

        Working my tail off to make ends meet has been anything but a joyride, and when he makes me a life-altering offer, I can’t help but consider it. Doesn’t hurt that he’s got that silver fox thing happening, even if he’s completely insufferable. 

      

        

      
        Wolf

        After years of dealing with my father’s underhanded, conniving ways, I did what any decent man would do, I defended my mother’s honor. And now, I’m in hiding. In the woods. In Pennsylvania. Living out of a camper. Or at least that was the plan. 

        Used to being in Manhattan, dining at the best restaurants, and working day and night as a high profile lawyer, being on the run in some run down camper isn’t the break I’d hoped for. Especially not when I meet her. With her loud mouth, pink hair, piercings, and that slobbery monstrosity she calls a dog, she refuses to give up the rental that is supposed to be mine. My respite. 

        But, I make the mysterious, hula-hooping, smart mouthed and ridiculously sexy vixen a deal she can’t refuse. 
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September

        

      

    

    
      Thursdays are my hell day at the office.

      This one manages to be a hell day on the road.

      More specifically, a winding mountain road with no end in sight, behind the wheel of a behemoth some genius coined a minivan.

      It’s a far cry from reviewing contracts, rushing to meetings, and suffering through conference calls overlooking Midtown. It’s just me, pavement, and Alice.

      Her voice, at least.

      “Could you have picked a more bumblefuck location?” I ask, adjusting the phone against my ear.

      There hasn’t been a sign of civilization in miles—no houses, no shops, no cars.

      Only trees, trees, and more damn trees.

      When I pictured the Poconos, I expected rural, not desolate. The overgrown forest flanking the road is endless in every direction. It’s a wonder I’m getting a signal out here, especially on this pay-as-you-go relic of a phone.

      “You said you needed to lay low,” Alice defends, barely audible over the television in the background. Based on Bette Midler’s crooning, my cousin is right on schedule for her yearly Hocus Pocus binge. I’m willing to bet there’s a chai latte within her reach too.

      “I said: Lay low. Not jump off the grid. What am I staying in? A cave?”

      I knew I couldn’t trust her with something this important.

      Alice is intelligent. Brilliant, really. A breath away from Mensa and capable of identifying half of the scaled creatures on Earth at a glance. But with a trust fund the size of hers, she’s never rented anything in her life, let alone a car or a cabin. Now the next few weeks of my life will be spent in a hovel in Who-the-Fuck-Knows-Where, Pennsylvania with a mommy mobile as my wheels.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I wasn’t aware smuggling a wanted man out of Manhattan was a small task. Next time, I’ll be sure to pick a five-star resort with coffee enemas, Your Majesty.”

      I got myself out of the city while the eighteen-year-old played booking agent from the comfort of her dorm room, but I’m too tired to argue. My eyes ache from the sheer effort of keeping them open at this point. Never mind the ever-present throbbing in my left hand, its knuckles swollen and bruised.

      “You picked somewhere with indoor plumbing, right?” I ask, eyeing the passing forest. “I’m not shitting in a hole.”

      I’m not sure how someone would shit in a hole, to be honest. Do I dig it with my hands? A stick? What would I use for toilet paper? It wasn’t on my shopping list, and I don’t want to learn the hard way what poison ivy looks like. Or is it sumac?

      And here I thought the new bidets in the office were hard to adjust to.

      Alice snickers. “Don’t be a wimp. You’ll do what you need to do.”

      “If I have to, I'll overnight some as a thank you," I warn.

      “You wouldn't dare.”

      I wouldn’t really FedEx feces, but it’s still fun to poke at her.

      The GPS chirps out instructions and big surprise, but the next turn appears to head into more trees.

      “Try me. I wonder if it’ll stay warm if I wrap it in foil.”

      She might’ve done me a solid in scrounging together these pitiful arrangements, but I’ll never miss the opportunity to rib her. It’s only fair. The little brat always pulls fast ones on me.

      The girls at the front desk still laugh about the dick cake she sent for my birthday last year. The one I opened in front of a client during a meeting, offering him a slice while believing it was a standard buttercream. A part of me died when I opened the box and saw the fondant penis and two anatomically correct balls staring back at me, but my client, Mr. Greywood, loved it and still thinks I have a hilarious husband named Al. He sends us holiday baskets, no matter how many times I explain who the Al from the “Enjoy your mouthful. Love, Al” message is. Not that a relative should send me a dick cake either.

      "Have I mentioned you're my least favorite cousin?" she asks.

      I laugh. “Easy now. Don’t take me for granted. One day I’ll be gone, young grasshopper.”

      Alice has always been more of a sister to me. She spent weeks on end at my parents’ place as a kid, usually with her nose in a book about some type of animal. She does the same at my place now, crashing in my spare room whenever she needs to escape to the city.

      “You're still the worst, Wolfer."

      Wolfer.

      I hate when she calls me that.

      Almost as much as I hate being compared to our crap selection of cousins, most of whom belong in therapy, jail, or a combination of the two. Money can’t buy class or a conscience.

      “Would Jeffrey book you a trip to Bali for your birthday? How about Rhonda? Do you think she would spare a dime from her plastic surgery fund to pamper you?”

      Alice snorts. “That vacation was a bribe. A bit of ‘here, soak up the sun before you risk prison time for me.’”

      That vacation cost me thirty-grand, and it was long before any of this shit happened. Last night was a reaction, not a decision. I wish I could wipe it all away and go on with my life. Then I wouldn’t be out here in Timbuktu having to contemplate using a hole for a toilet.

      “You won’t go to prison.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      I slow for the turn, cringing as the van’s brakes squeak. “I’m the lawyer. You’re the science geek. Stick to what you know, like frog fucking.”

      I would never jeopardize Alice’s future, and she damn well knows it. She’s the one with a chance to escape, even if she winds up flying around the world to watch endangered species screw for a living someday. At least it’s something she’s passionate about.

      “Hello? Accessory after the fact? Perverting justice? Those are crimes, Wolf.”

      “Maybe if I killed a man. Not for this.”

      She makes it sound like I’m on a cross-country crime spree when some people are probably cheering what I did. A lot of fucking people, actually.

      Easing the minivan onto the side road, I say a silent prayer the hunk of shit won’t break down. The area is a mashup of Deliverance and Wrong Turn, and I’m not willing to test how genuine the resemblance is. I can practically hear the banjos in the distance.

      As if on cue, the line crackles.

      Great.

      I won’t be able to call for help if some sister fucker decides to make me into a hillbilly hors d'oeuvre. I can see the headline now. Prominent Manhattan attorney killed and consumed by inbred cannibals. I’ll be a cautionary tale, reenacted on true crime shows with some C-list actor playing my part, likely with a Brooklyn accent when I’m from fucking Manhattan.

      “Unky Kip would make sure I went down with you, and I’d never survive prison,” Alice disputes. “I’m built like a string bean.”

      I grin at her nickname for my father. He hates it almost as much as he hates me.

      Low-class. That’s what he calls it.

      Like sticking his dick in women other than his wife is sophisticated.

      My grin fades. “Unky can get bent. You’ll be fine.”

      She laughs, but the static on the line consumes her high-pitched cackle.

      Dammit to hell.

      "I need to go, Al. I'm losing my signal."

      Possibly my sanity too.

      "Okay. Call me when you're settled. Love you.”

      "I will," I promise before disconnecting.

      I tuck the phone in my pocket, and it’s back to me and the road—all it’d been for the two and a half hours before Alice called.

      Unfortunately, this particular road is a disaster, and the nonstop potholes force me to slow the van to a crawl. Towering trees reach out from the forest’s edge and block out most of the evening sky, making it feel more like a forgotten logging route than a public roadway.

      Fuck. Maybe this isn’t right.

      I glance at the GPS, but it's not screaming to turn around, so this god-forsaken trail to nowhere must be the way.

      Un-fucking-believable.

      I'm built for Manhattan, not mountain life. I’ll die out here. And I have no one to blame but myself.

      I signed up for this.

      The Pocono mountains are crawling with tourists this time of year. I’ll be just another person escaping the hustle to leaf watch or whatever the fuck people do around here. It’s hard to imagine anyone camps for fun. Forgoing running water and a toilet sounds like punishment. As for hiking, well, wandering around where bears roam with snacks in your pocket is the easiest way to get a Darwin Award I’ve ever heard.

      A loud crunching fills the air as the weathered concrete switches to gravel, completing my journey to country bumpkin hell. With it comes a rattling of the steering wheel and the overwhelming urge to roll down the windows and scream into the nothingness.

      Think positive thoughts.

      All I’m doing is raising my blood pressure and pissing myself off, which isn’t the right headspace for wherever I’m going. I need to be alert and at ease.

      Positive thoughts. I can do that.

      I’m not dead. That’s positive.

      And no one punched me in the face, so that’s a win.

      Come on, one more.

      Okay… at least there’s a view.

      The start of autumn has transformed the forest into a medley of yellows, oranges, and reds. It’s calming, to a degree. Beautiful, even.

      But it’s also barren and removed from what matters.

      I’m not fooling anyone, including myself.

      I don’t belong here.

      I’m shackled to New York City. It’s in my blood. My people are city people. We don’t mix well with anything wild. We’re boring, domesticated assholes wearing dry-clean only shit, and that’s kept our name going for hundreds of years.

      That’s not very positive.

      This shittastic sabbatical is temporary. That’s fucking positive. Only a few weeks tucked away while Kip comes to his senses, and then it’s back to working down the hall from one another, wishing the other would choke to death on their lunch until quitting time.

      When I started at the firm out of law school, I repaid the unspoken debt I’d owed my father since birth by signing on as a partner. I didn’t join the family business and declare victory like some would. I became an arm of it, bringing in as much, if not more, work than Kip. And to date, I’ve carried on his legal legacy by his side without issue.

      Mostly.

      Last night, I spiced up our working relationship by punching the sixty-six-year-old man in the face.

      Admittedly, it was a less than intelligent decision. He’s old, so he automatically gets sympathy points from anyone who hears about it, and now Mom’s pissed at me too. I can’t tell her why her husband’s sporting a black eye either. The last thing she needs is more stress. So yet again, I’m the asshole while he gets off as the victim. That’s always how it goes.

      The GPS cuts through the crunch of gravel and misery. "Your destination is on the right in one quarter-mile."

      "The hell it is," I mumble, squinting at the distance.

      There’s nothing but trees ahead. If it’s not a cave Alice booked, then it’s a treehouse.

      Shit.

      That’s something Alice would do.

      A small clearing soon opens to the right, and my worst nightmare stands at its center.

      I’d rather the treehouse.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” the GPS announces, throwing salt in the wound.

      This must be a joke. A fucked-up joke.

      I park the van before sizing up the four walls I'll occupy for the foreseeable future, itching to punch the steering wheel until it caves in.

      The old metal camper is barely larger than a backyard shed. Its thick white siding bears a dueling pair of blue and yellow horizontal stripes at its center, while a green checkered awning caps a wooden porch spanning the trailer’s length. A pair of Adirondack chairs sit side-by-side on the handyman-special of a deck, allowing me to sit and chat with passing wildlife if I so choose during my stay.

      Or I could summon a bear to take me out of my misery.

      I text Alice a message that takes three tries to send.

      
        
        Me: Arrived. If I survive this, I’m changing my will. You’re officially out.

      

      

      Her response is almost immediate.

      
        
        Alice: You’re welcome. The key is under the hippie gnome. Call me when you’re settled inside. XOXO

      

      

      What the hell is a hippie gnome?

      The mountain air smacks me in the face when I open the van door. Wood and grit hang heavy, a reminder I'm far from the concrete jungle of the city.

      If I weren’t so damn tired, I’d poke around to get the lay of the land, but I head for the porch. The supplies can wait to be unpacked until morning. It’s nearing sunset, and there’s no sense getting caught outside after dark. Who knows what’s already sizing me up from the trees?

      It turns out the hippie gnome is exactly what it sounds like—a small ceramic gnome figurine in a tie-dyed shirt and bell bottoms. It sits on the corner of the porch, and as I lift it, a faint trickling comes from the camper.

      Water.

      I don’t know whether to be relieved or panicked. On the one hand, the trailer might have plumbing, but on the other, that sure as hell sounds like a leak.

      Son of a bitch.

      Hurrying to the door, I slide the key into the lock, careful not to damage the decrepit hardware. It’ll be the only thing between a hungry bear and me if one comes knocking.

      The door swings open, and I climb the single metal stair into the dimmed trailer, only to have my heart drop between my balls and my ankles.

      There's a bear.

      A huge, black bear.

      And it’s eyeing me from atop an orange bench only a few steps away.

      I’ve barely processed the sight when a scream pierces my soul.

      My focus jumps to the source of the noise off to my right, where a woman stands, still screaming and trying to cover herself with one hand while the other clutches a spray bottle. Wet hair hangs to her waist in a tumble of pink and caramel, sticking to bare, tanned skin.

      A petite thing, she’s struggling to cover her chest, but I’ve already gotten an eyeful of pierced nipples. I spy metal looped in her nose too, when my eyes climb higher, taking in the glowing red face of who I assume is a squatter.

      A ridiculously unlucky naked squatter.

      I don’t get the chance to say a word—no, “run” or “hey, who the hell are you?”—because a heartbeat later, my face is on fire, and I’m blinded.
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      By nature, I’m a bleeding heart.

      Call it untapped maternal instinct. Call it decency. Call it whatever you’d like. If I see someone or something in need, I’ll do whatever it takes to help.

      But right now, I’m out for blood and going for the eyes.

      “Get out!”

      I keep my finger clamped on the trigger until I’m sure the spray has made contact with the man’s face.

      “What the fuck, lady?” The intruder staggers back into the wall next to the Happy Camper placard, almost knocking it to the floor.

      “Who are you?” I demand, retreating into the bathroom.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he fires back, coughing on the fiery air and pawing at his face. “And what are you doing? Run!”

      Why is he telling me to run? Does he get off seeing his prey flee?

      What a sick son of a bitch.

      “Get out of here, psycho!” Still clutching the sprayer, I tug my T-shirt over my head, not bothering with a bra. There’s no point going for modesty now. He’s already seen my bits, pieces, and everything in between.

      “You sprayed me instead of the bear, for fuck’s sake!”

      I pause in the process of yanking on my pants. “Bear?”

      My heart sinks.

      Where’s Nibble?

      The stranger stumbles around, banging into everything but the open door to leave. “Are you stupid or blind? There’s a bear on the couch! Run!”

      He sounds serious, but he could be lying, trying to distract me so he can pounce when I run past. I’m not an idiot.

      With my pants in place, I inch out of the bathroom and peek at the storage bench, keeping the sprayer aimed at the intruder’s face.

      “Hold still!” I warn, only to have my shoulders slump when I see the “bear.”

      Seriously?

      Sprawled out on the bench is Nibble, his tail thumping against the cushions. Next to an open window, he’s basking in fresh air while we’re foaming out of every facial orifice over here from lingering fumes.

      There’s no damn bear.

      Only a lazy Newfoundland.

      Good to know the one-hundred-and-fifty-pound lump is useless against a burglar. Maybe I should’ve gone for a Rottweiler, after all.

      “That’s my dog.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I look back at the intruder, taking in his tall, wiry frame as he clutches at his face. He’s in worn jeans and a gray T-shirt that’s snug on his biceps, the front stained an orangey-red. If I have to give a description for a composite sketch later, I’m screwed. I can’t make out much of his face and what I can see is red and angry, looking more Heat Miser than human.

      “Do you think I’d be standing here if there was a bear on the couch?” I ask, skimming the nearby counter for something to use for a weapon. There’s not much to work with other than Nibble’s food bowl. It’s metal, though, so it might inflict decent damage if I can get in a good swing.

      “You were in here naked with it. For all I know, you’re filming something for OnlyFreaks.”

      My cheeks burn at his insinuation. “Get out!”

      He remains where he stands, still rubbing his eyes. “What the hell did you splash me with? Tabasco sauce?”

      “I shot you with bear spray. Now get out.”

      It wasn’t the smartest idea to shoot it off inside the camper, but it’s what I had handy to ward off an intruder. Fresh air is thankfully circulating through the open door behind him, so the residual vapors have no effect on Nibble, still perched on the bench without a care in the world.

      “What?” the man explodes, pulling his hands from his face. The redness has spread to flood his stubbled cheeks and neck in a maroon tide. “Get me water! I could go blind, you moron!”

      “You broke into my camper. I’m not getting you jack shit.”

      The pain serves him right. He might’ve been looking for an easy mark, but that’s not me by any means. He’s lucky my baseball bat is tucked next to the bed, or I’d be swinging it.

      “Your camper? I rented this tin can through November.”

      Say what?

      Heated pins and needles wash over me. “That’s impossible. I have it booked until Halloween.”

      I’ve had this vacation reserved since spring. Daydreaming about weeks of nothing but clear air and relaxation is the only thing that got me through my first summer living at a horse farm, renting an apartment over the barn of all places. Smelling manure day in and day out gets old. Throw in the temperamental mares and evil roosters wandering around, and I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.

      He grits his teeth. “Do you mind having this conversation later? I need water before my eyes fucking melt!”

      My head screams to shove him out the door while he’s compromised but whispers of my conscience cut through the noise.

      What if he’s telling the truth? What if there was a mix-up? To err is human, or whatever. I’ve screwed up plenty of times, sending draft files to clients instead of the final copy. Life happens.

      God, I hate being a nice person.

      I set the spray bottle down, step forward, and grip the front of his shirt.

      He flinches as my fingers graze the hard muscles of his chest. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to guide you toward the shower. Unless you’d prefer to find your way there yourself?”

      He remains tense but lets me lead him without protest. I hold my breath as much as possible, the fumes radiating off him and stinging my eyes. The peppery bite is mixing with his cologne, but the citrus scent can’t save me entirely.

      There isn’t much space to work with in the linen-closet-sized bathroom, but I manage to steer him into the shower stall with only a few bumps and toe-stubs. He barely fits in the narrow nook, his shoulders skimming the blue vinyl.

      I lift the detachable showerhead and aim at his face before cranking on the water. He sputters with swears and rubs furiously at his eyes, the spray beading off in fat orange drops.

      In theory, one should strip in the shower after a chemical incident, but I don’t want to see anything he has under his clothes. Based on our interaction so far, I’m worried he might look like Voldemort in the buff.

      His skin is still flaming red despite the rinse, so I adjust the water temperature to the coldest setting, earning a grunt.

      Now that I’m close to him, it’s impossible to miss how much larger he is. Barefoot, I’m lucky to reach five feet tall on a good day, but this grumpy oaf has over a foot of height on me.

      Then there’s his body, which I can’t not notice. The water suctions his shirt to his chest, clinging to muscle. Someone visits a gym on the regular, and not just to pussyfoot around on an elliptical like I do. This guy goes hard.

      “Read the bottle. What does it say to do if you get it in your eyes?”

      My attention snaps from his body to his face, still unable to make out much as he scrubs his hands over it. “It’s a homemade blend. So, um, nothing.”

      A vein in his neck bulges. “Fuck! What did you put in it?”

      I wince. “Water, cayenne peppers, habaneros….”

      “Habaneros?” He practically screams the word, making me jump. The shower sprayer skitters with me, soaking more of his shirt than his face. I swear steam billows from his ears.

      “It’s for bears, remember? A jalapeño isn’t going to cut it against an angry mama with cubs.”

      Carolina Reapers would’ve been better, but they’re hard to come by out here in the sticks. All I had to work with were the local markets offerings and my apartment’s hotplate.

      “Do I look like a goddamn bear to you?” he roars.

      He sure as hell sounds like one.

      “You looked like a creep breaking into my camper. I had to defend myself.”

      Seeing him in the entryway took at least a year off my life in pure panic alone. That doesn’t count the embarrassment over him seeing me naked. He got to see everything. The whole enchilada. My enchilada.

      It isn’t an all-you-can-eat Taco Tuesday down there. It’s an elite club. I don’t hand out free passes to anyone.

      “I had a key!”

      A lump lodges in my throat.

      How could Desi double-book us?

      Now that I think about it, am I really surprised she did? The woman is the opposite of type-A. Her cigarettes smell a little funny, too, like something extra special is rolled in them.

      “I thought you were Jack the Ripper,” I explain. “I’m so sorry.”

      More than sorry. I shot an innocent man with bear spray. He must be in agony.

      He brushes the showerhead away, his face blazing red. “Jack the Ripper is dead!”

      Short, brown hair sticks to his forehead; droplets falling off the tips to streak his face. The water’s eased some of the swelling, so he has distinguishable features again. Two thick, dark eyebrows. A Roman nose. A jaw coated in day’s old stubble.

      And every part of him looks furious.

      I shut off the tap and reset the showerhead in its holder. “You know what I meant.”

      He has every right to be mad, but he has no business shouting his damn head off. I’m doing the best I can to fix this. Grabbing my unused towel from the sink, I toss it at him, nailing him in the center of his chest.

      He lifts it and dabs at his face, swearing. “Of all the people to be in my rental, it had to be some paranoid Polly Pocket bitch.”

      He grumbles the words, but I hear them loud and clear.

      Bitch. I’m helping him, apologized, and he’s still insulting me?

      “Excuse me, but this is my camper currently. I have a receipt, buddy.”

      He stops mid-face scrub with the towel, frowning. “Buddy?”

      “Yeah, buddy. Got a problem with it?”

      He called me a bitch a second ago, so it’s a little ridiculous buddy offends him.

      “Yes, I have a problem with it. I’m not your buddy, girl.”

      His eyes lock with mine, the honey-brown irises floating in the sea of red. They’re his only feature with a hint of warmth. Everything else about him is impossibly cold. Impossibly irritating, too.

      “I’m not your girl, buddy.”

      I turn away before I do something I’ll regret, like reintroduce his face to bear spray.

      “Well, who are you?” he barks at my back.

      “I’m not telling you.”

      I’m so damn mad I could spit hornets, so I stalk out of the bathroom. The already-cramped camper feels drastically smaller now that he’s in here yelling. The man’s head practically grazes the ceiling, and his presence looms large throughout. Not only does his size overwhelm the space, but his scent does, too, the bright punch of citrus following me. On anyone else, I’d love it, but on him, it might as well be cumin and cat shit.

      “Why?” He steps into the main living area, bringing more of his cologne with him, along with the fiery burn of pepper. It only takes a whiff to make my eyes water all over again.

      I whirl to face him when I’m by Nibble, who’s still camped out on the bench, relaxing in the fresh breeze. “Hello? Stranger danger. You busted in here while I was naked. You already know more than enough about me.”

      I swear the man’s face gets redder.

      It’s not a bad face the more I look at it, either. Sure, it’s punchable, but he’s got the whole mysterious older man thing going for him. The crow’s feet around his eyes are a sign he’s beyond my age range on Tinder, but based on his looks, I should bump it up a few years to snag a silver fox in the making. They can’t all be this crabby.

      He props a hip against the aqua blue kitchen counter a few feet away, dwarfing it. “You’re the definition of stranger danger. You shot me with bear spray.”

      “For magically appearing in my rental,” I snap.

      He makes it sound like I walked up to him on the street and did it for fun. I was minding my own business, naked, and then he showed up. How was I supposed to know who he was?

      “This is my rental, and it’s time for you to leave,” he shoots back.

      “This is my rental, and you need to check your attitude.”

      He levels me with a stormy glare. “You’re the one with the attitude. Now, humor me. Who did you rent this place from?”

      “The owner, Desi. You?”

      His jaw clenches. “I’m not sure. It was handled through email.”

      I gesture to the door. “It sounds like someone scammed you. There’s a lodge off the main road you can stay at. Make sure you don’t send any money to your long-lost cousin, the Prince of Atlantis, whenever he emails.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” he bites out.

      “Call Desi then. Maybe she has another rental you can take your miserable self to.”

      He better hope she does. Most places are booked solid this time of year, other than the worst of the worst. Peak foliage season is around the corner, and people flock here from all over.

      “I wouldn’t be miserable if someone hadn’t shot me in the face with fucking bear spray.” He slides a hand into his pocket, extracting a phone.

      A flip phone.

      For real.

      While he futzes with the outdated device, I grab my iPhone off the cushion beside Nibble and open the copy of my rental agreement. “See? I’m paid through the thirty-first.”

      The man stops what he’s doing to step forward and plucks my phone from my hands.

      Rude motherf—

      He looks over the document, squinting. “Your name is Marble?”

      “It’s Maribel, you doughnut.”

      He looks back at me and quirks a thick brow, and for once, he’s not scowling. “Doughnut?”

      Would he rather I call him King Dickface, like I want to?

      “Yeah, you’re a doughnut. Do you need your readers, grandpa?”

      Just like that, his scowl returns. “No. I can’t see because my retinas are still recovering from the napalm juice you cooked up, Julia Child.”

      “My name is Maribel,” I correct through tight lips. “And I’m not a child.”

      “Julia Child was a famous chef. What do they teach you kids today besides shoving fishhooks in your skin?”

      God, he’s insufferable. I kind of wish he was a burglar so I could whack him over the head with Nibble’s bowl.

      I hold my hand out for my phone. “I’m sure Julia was a lovely person, but you’re not, and it’s time for you to leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      When he doesn’t hand it over, I snatch my phone from his grip. “Yes, you are. You’re ruining my vacation, buddy.”

      I haven’t had a vacation since moving to the farm last year from Connecticut, and I’ll be damned if he’s going to trample all over it.

      He stays rooted where he stands, crossing his arms and seemingly quadrupling in size. “You’re ruining mine. And it’s Wolf.”

      Scanning the camper, I’m confused. “What’s a wolf?”

      “Me.”

      I groan. “Whatever you call yourself in your spare time is your business.”

      Leave it to me to find a damn furry in the woods.

      “My name is Wolf. It’s on my driver’s license.”

      Wolf? Huh. I pegged him for a Richard. Maybe because he’s such a huge Dick.

      Then again, Wolf also fits. He looks at me like he wants to tear me apart, limb by limb.

      I paint on a mask of confidence. “Call Desi and work it out. You’re a big boy. You can handle it.”

      He grumbles out a protest, but I ignore it, inching around him and toward a flash of silver catching my eye from the blue carpeting. If it is what I think it is, I might cheer.

      It is.

      I can barely contain my smile.

      While he dials Desi, I place my bare foot over the hidden treasure.

      Suck on that, ass clown.

      He presses his fossil of a flip phone to his ear and waits.

      And waits.

      And waits.

      My heart thunders in my ears.

      Leave. Leave and never come back.

      I need him outside before he figures out what’s digging into the sole of my foot. If he does, there’s no way I’ll get it back, and he’ll be here all night.

      Still oblivious, he runs a hand through his dark hair, ruffling the wet strands. “Answer your phone, dammit.”

      “She’s probably in bed for the night,” I inform.

      His bloodshot eyes flick to me. “It’s barely six o’clock.”

      “She’s visiting a friend in Portugal. If you had a reservation, you’d know that.”

      The fifty-something gave me the rundown at check-in, gushing about her tight-butted, long-distance love before taking off in her purple jeep. She’d driven Nibble and me here from town, and as grateful as I was and am for the ride, we’re taking a rideshare back to the farm when this is through. My heart can’t take another stint with her behind the wheel.

      Wolf shuts his phone so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t snap. “Then why did you tell me to call her?”

      “Because this isn’t my problem to deal with, and you keep yelling at me.”

      “I’m not yelling!” Of course, he yells the statement like a true gonad.

      I meet his gaze head-on. “What do you call it?”

      If he wants to act like a toddler, I’ll treat him like one.

      “Stating my case,” he grumbles, averting his eyes.

      “You’d make a terrible lawyer.”

      His lip twitches, almost as if he’s about to smile. “And why’s that?”

      Watching him, I find myself wanting to see his smile for some inexplicable reason. Maybe it’s the obvious rarity of it that has me on my toes, like the prospect of seeing a leprechaun from atop the Loch Ness Monster.

      “All you do is yell and swear.”

      He’d fit in great back home.

      Well, what was home.

      I’m not sure where that is now. I’ve had almost a year to shed my hometown like a useless second skin and have yet to replace it. The farm is nice and all, but only when my nose is so stopped up I can’t smell anything. Plus, the internet speed sucks. Living in town in Silver Ridge isn’t ideal either.

      His smile never comes. He studies my mouth for a long moment and takes another deep breath instead. Strangely, that unsettles me more than his yelling. “Listen, I asked you nicely. Leave. Now.”

      He’s so damn condescending, but I can’t let him get me ruffled. That’s what he wants. I’d recognize an arrogant wannabe alpha asshole anywhere. I’ve thrown my Kindle enough times to spot one a mile away.

      Stick with the plan. Give him what he wants and lead him to the trap.

      “How about you grab your things from your car, and I’ll stay at a motel for the night while we get this figured out?” I offer. “But I need to call a cab and pack.”

      I’m hoping he has a car, at least. If he doesn’t, this is about to backfire spectacularly.

      He doesn’t budge. “A cab?”

      “Well, I’m not walking.”

      He gives me a slow once-over. “You don’t have a car?”

      I fold my arms over my chest. “Did you see one out front, or do you think I parked it in my ass?”

      “Well, why don’t you have one?” The tight leash he’d had on his temper is gone, and his tone grows sharp again.

      “I care about the environment.”

      I also cared enough about my privacy to leave my Mercedes behind in Greenwich. There was no telling what tracker was stuck to it, and I wasn’t about to risk leaving a trail for anyone to follow. I needed a clean break like I do right now. I’ve had enough of people who think they can tell me what to do.

      “I don’t have time for this level of stupidity. Make it quick.” He pushes toward the open door, still glowering.

      “Can you drive me?” I ask, plastering on my best fake smile when he brushes past.

      The question catches him by surprise, and he practically trips over his own feet to stop and look at me. “What?”

      “You’re kicking me out for the night. It’s the least you could do. Unless you’re going to make me pay for a rideshare?”

      “I’m kicking you out for good. This is my rental.”

      I wave a dismissive hand. “Whatever you say. Let me pack, and I’ll meet you outside. You have a car, right? Or did you walk here from hell?”

      “I have a vehicle,” he fires back, practically baring his teeth.

      “Okay, I’ll meet you out there in five minutes. I hope you’re ready for car karaoke. Mariah Carey is my go-to.”

      Living up to his name, he makes a noise sounding like a growl. “Hurry up.”

      “Don’t rush me, or I’ll take twice as long.”

      Rather than swear at me any longer, he storms out, and as soon as he clears the threshold, I slam and lock the door behind him.

      Sucker.

      I pluck his fallen key from the floor, set it on the countertop, and head to the mini fridge, where I grab the bottle of Pinot Gris I’ve nursed on and off since arriving. Forgoing a cup, I take a swig straight from the bottle before flopping beside Nibble on the bench. I stroke his back, poring over the events that transpired, ones that feel more like a fever dream than reality.

      “Can you believe him?” I ask, staring at the dog. “What a self-centered ass. Who does he think he is, storming into someone else’s camper and trying to kick them out?”

      As if to prove my point, there’s a blast of a car horn, followed by three short beeps in rapid succession. The camper muffles some of the noise, but the open window behind us lets it cut through my nerves.

      I shut the window and glare at the camper door while Nibble lets out a sigh.

      “He’ll figure it out eventually.”

      And when he does, he’ll be ticked, but that isn’t my problem. It’ll only be my problem if the Big Bad Wolf sticks around.

      But I doubt the man will stay long. He’s too impatient.

      Sure enough, a minute passes, and then a fist hammers on the door. “Let’s go!”

      Nibble straightens and lets out a soft bark.

      “Really, Nibbs?” I ask, raising the wine bottle to my lips. “Now you’re barking?”

      He could’ve scared the jerk away earlier and saved both of us from this headache.

      “Come on. It’s getting dark. I don’t have all night.”

      “Sorry, but dogs have to sleep outside,” I call before glancing back at Nibble. “No offense, honey. I meant him. His name is Wolf, remember?”

      If the Newf’s offended, he doesn’t show it, lowering his head to rest on his enormous paws.

      “What are you talking about?” Wolf shouts.

      “We’ll discuss things with Desi in the morning. Have her give me a call.”

      A stream of swears gushes out of him at lightning speed, followed by the jingle of the door latch. “Give me my key.”

      I smile, wishing I could see the look on his face. “You’d better get going. You’ll miss out on happy hour at the Burnt Mango.”

      Picturing the grump sipping on a cheap cocktail at the dive bar in town only widens my smile.

      “You’ll regret this,” he grinds out.

      I lean back into the cushion, triumphant. “Oh, I doubt it, Wolfie.”
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      The Devil doesn’t wear Prada.

      The Devil has pierced nipples, pink hair, and an infuriating smirk.

      The horned beast also hijacked my camper.

      I don’t remember dropping my key, but it must’ve happened somewhere between seeing the wild woman’s tits and getting sprayed in the face with liquid fire.

      That, or she pickpocketed me. I wouldn’t put it past her. She looks like a felon.

      I sit up and readjust the duffel bag serving as tonight’s pillow. Forced to curl up in the backseat of the van, I’m more uncomfortable than ever, which is hard to fathom after being shot in the face with bear spray.

      Exhaustion keeps me here despite wanting to blast the horn through the night. Spite does too, knowing she must be losing her mind to see the van still here. She’d better learn now I’ll outlast her any day. I’m as bullheaded as they come and learned from the best—or the worst—depending on how you look at it.

      Driving to some shithole motel isn’t only a hell no because I don’t want to, but because I can’t. To check-in, I’d need to show an ID. That would be a one-way ticket to jail.

      Others in my shoes would get slapped with a simple assault charge and pay a fine, but I know Kip and his connections. I’ll get dragged in, given the works, and then released as if nothing happened as a reminder of Kip’s influence in the city. I’ll be damned if I give him the satisfaction of having my booking photo framed on his desk.

      So, I suffer, hours from one devil and feet from another.

      It’s cold, and I still reek of peppers. Adding insult to injury, my clothes are soaked, leaving me naked in a sleeping bag while they air-dry over the front seats. I could dig out a spare outfit, but I’m too damn tired and sore. If a roaming bear decides I look like a nice meal tonight, it’s getting a mouthful of raw dick in its human burrito. And thanks to the wild woman, I’m seasoned if it likes its meat spicy.

      But even after this hell of a Thursday, I can’t sleep. I don’t know if it’s the bear spray fucking with me, the pulsing in my hand, or if my mind’s too busy trying to come up with a solution to everything.

      I stare out into the darkness and long for my own bed. For New York. For normalcy. I should be at home, prepping for another sixteen-hour day at the office, reading over notes and finalizing contracts for the morning.

      Now it’s all on Kip’s plate.

      I hope he likes working with my assistant as much as he likes fucking her.

      My hand throbs harder at the memory, itching to throw another jab. I’m still pissed the punch landed below his eye and not on the mouth, as intended. Years of insults begged me to take a veneer as a consolation prize, but I hadn’t had time to think. I saw him fucking Jenna in his office and reacted—swinging.

      He never saw it coming.

      I hadn’t seen their affair coming either.

      I knew he’d run around on Mom in the past, but I didn’t think he’d do it now. Not when his wife of forty fucking years is bound to a wheelchair, battling every day to hold onto what she has left.

      And I didn’t expect him to do it with my assistant.

      Jenna was a sympathy hire, the scatterbrained trophy wife of one of my best clients looking to “work in the city.” She could hardly start a computer when I brought her on, let alone take minutes during meetings or order a damn coffee without fucking it up. Honestly, she still can’t, but we find odd jobs for her while the rest of my admin team handles the important tasks. She’s good for mindless work, like refilling staplers.

      Apparently, she also found work riding my father’s dick.

      Her husband, Eugene, owns one of the largest dialysis providers in the tri-state and supplies a quarter of my yearly consulting work. I can kiss that goodbye as much as Jenna can her marriage if the news gets out.

      I’ll survive though. I always do.

      There are thousands of Eugenes out there in desperate need of a corporate attorney on retainer. Thousands more Eugenes willing to pay out the ass for someone else to read the small print and play footsies with litigators.

      That said, for the first time, no amount of money will help me in the bind I’m in. All I can do is wait and hope this all blows over. But that’s in jeopardy now too. Maribel has a valid rental agreement, and spending weeks driving around is too risky. A broken taillight could send my ass back to New York in handcuffs.

      I’m left with next to zero options.

      I can call Desi in the morning, receive a weak apology for the double booking, and be told to rent elsewhere, or I can try to reason with the feral woman in the camper. I’m not sure how realistic the latter is, given our current standing, but I’m willing to try.

      I cut deals and cover asses for a living. The pink-haired devil should be a breeze in comparison.

      Everyone has a price, and I’ll find hers.
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      Few moments are as asshole-puckering as when things go bump in the night, and when you’re in the middle of nowhere in a minivan, it’s next-level fuck this.

      Zzz.

      Zzzzz.

      What the fuck was that?

      It sounded like rustling, but I can't be sure. My brain is too sleep-deprived to make sense of anything.

      I hold perfectly still in the sleeping bag. If I don’t move, whatever it is can’t see me, right? I saw that somewhere.

      Zzzz.

      Zzzzzz.

      Jurassic Park. I saw that on Jurassic Park. Not exactly useful information until there’s a T-Rex out here.

      Is something rubbing against the van? A deer?

      Three more buzzes sound, and then I feel it.

      My phone.

      The device lies in the center of my chest, vibrating.

      Desi.

      Relieved, I flip the device over and open it, but it's not Desi.

      It's Alice.

      Shit.

      I never called her. After Little Miss Nipple Rings and her fiery greeting struck, it slipped my mind.

      I press the phone to my ear, and Alice is already snarling. "Way to let me know you're safe, asshole."

      "Sorry, I got sidetracked."

      More than sidetracked. Bamboozled, battered, and bullied is more like it. By a woman I tower over.

      "With what? A pinecone? I've been worried sick."

      I stretch my free arm high, only to bump my hand into the sliding door window. Of course, it's my bad hand, too, and the swollen knuckles immediately throb in protest.

      "I fell asleep. Give me a break."

      Not decent sleep, either. It's going to take a forklift and a bottle of ibuprofen to get me out of this seat in the morning. I'm too old for human origami sleeping arrangements.

      "Give me the damn break. I've been pacing over here thinking the worst. You’re in bear country, and this is the time they’re fattening up for winter."

      "Careful, Al. It almost sounds like you care about me."

      "Obviously, I care about you, doofus. I’m risking jail time. Now, what was the holdup?"

      "Well, for one, I got shot in the face with bear spray," I reply, sitting up gingerly. My body snaps and pops in objection, as expected.

      "What? Are you okay?"

      I look out in the direction of the camper, and now that my eyes have adjusted somewhat to the dark, I can make out its faint outline. The metal trailer is dimmed, with no sign of the pink-haired devil as the porch awning ruffles in the wind.

      "I'm fine. The tuna can you rented was occupied by someone less than happy to see a strange man walking in the front door. An unhappy camper if you will."

      "Oh, my God! Was it a squatter? What did the owner say?"

      "It sounds like we were double-booked, but I'm not calling the owner. She'll most likely tell me to pound rocks. I'm going to attempt to reason with the devil in the morning instead."

      "Who?"

      "The woman in the camper."

      "You might want to try calling her something else then," Alice suggests with a laugh. “Devil is a touch harsh.”

      "It fits her," I defend. "She's evil.”

      "Like Mrs. Trunchbull evil? Or Cruella?"

      "Neither. She's her own brand."

      Maribel is more of a pain in the ass than evil, but I'm not getting into the nitty-gritty with Alice. If I give her an inch of room, she’ll run wild with it. Especially if the naked meeting enters the conversation.

      "Is she cute?"

      Here we fucking go.

      Puppies are cute. Women are beautiful. Some are sexy. Maribel is… Maribel.

      "I don't know."

      "It's a yes or no question, Wolf," she chides. "I'm assuming she is, based on that answer. Really cute. She's got nice boobs, too, doesn't she?"

      "What?"

      I missed something. How did we go from Mrs. Trunchbull to cute girls with nice boobs?

      "You're a boob guy. Don't deny it. I've seen your browser history, Mr. D-Cup Divas Take Miami."

      That’s it. I’m locking my office the next time she stays at my place. I don't care what research she has to do.

      "I'm not having this conversation with you."

      "Oh, so you really like her, huh?" she teases. "You should woo her.”

      Woo? What the hell? I’ve never wooed a woman in my life. I don’t plan to start with a woman who has staples in her tits.

      “You should mind your own business.”

      “Come on. When's the last time you had a girlfriend? Who was it... Amanda with the gross toes? You dumped her like a year ago."

      It was two years ago, not that I’m counting. The psychiatrist and I only lasted three months, and it was three months too long. Getting analyzed every second of every day gets old fast.

      "She didn't have gross toes," I argue, though the woman did have long ones. It always sounded like a sea lion was walking around whenever she was barefoot on tile. "And I'm not dating anyone. I have more important things to worry about."

      Kip won't go through with any charges in the end, but he'll make my life a living hell when I'm back in the city. All I can do is bleed out the clock until he's so frustrated, he begs to have me back and drops it. He’s not stupid. He knows Alice is in contact with me. I’d never leave the city without a link to Mom.

      “Are you sure? I can book you a room at one of those resorts with champagne bathtubs and bed trapezes. You can make a little Wolf pup.”

      And that’s my cue it’s time to go to sleep.

      “Goodnight, Al.”

      Before I can hang up, she sneaks in, “Say hi to my future cousin-in-law!”
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      Kip once told me sometimes you need to kiss ass.

      It isn’t forever—just long enough to open the right doors—and then everyone behind you kisses yours. It’s an endless cycle of ass-kissing, with mouths dangerously close to assholes at all times. A bit like Human Centipede if I think about it too long.

      It’s been ages since I’ve done it. Years. Decades, maybe. I’ve had no need. But here I am, puckered up to plant my lips on the devil’s cheeks.

      Go figure.

      I wake with the sun and drive into the nearest town to grab the first part of my offense: breakfast.

      Negotiating is far easier when your opponent is well-fed and caffeinated. Want to pitch that sweetheart deal? Make sure it’s right after lunch.

      The town is so tiny you’d miss it if you blink, with small, weather-worn buildings huddled in clusters through a half-mile strip. Among them is the motor lodge Maribel mentioned with a faded orange bar and grill beside it that looks one health code violation away from closing for good.

      The wooden greeting sign says Welcome to Silver Ridge in faded white lettering and is located when you’re already well into the town limits, seemingly defeating its purpose.

      The lone worker at the bakery I find is obnoxiously perky for this early in the morning. The older woman chatters incessantly as soon as I walk in the door, from today’s doughnut offerings to the shiny new dumpster in town. I grin and bear it as she fires off advice on which pastries I should try, but halfway through a story about a drunk guy and a turnip, I excuse myself and slip into the bathroom.

      After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I take an inventory of last night’s damage in the mirror, cringing. My bloodshot eyes look like I’ve smoked a forest of weed, but my skin’s faring better, returning to a semi-normal shade of I never see the sun with a heavy coating of growth shading my jaw. I’ve always been clean-cut, but I’m not appalled by it. The stubble hides some of the likeness to Kip, plus it makes me less identifiable if he pulled out all the stops in tracking me down. Who knows? Maybe I’ll keep it when all this shit is over.

      When I return to the front of the bakery, the worker’s waiting behind the counter with a wide, gap-toothed smile. “Are you visiting from the city, mister?”

      I shake my head, pulling out my wallet. “Nope.”

      I’m assuming the city in question is New York City, and since I’m sticking around the area for a few weeks, there’s no sense having the resident Chatty Cathy know much about me. If I tell her any of my business, everyone in town will know within the next hour.

      The woman studies me, squinting behind her horn-rimmed glasses. The frames’ bottoms brush her plump cheeks, the balls high and overly blushed like a doll’s. “Huh. You talk like it.”

      “I have an accent?”

      She pushes the blue box of doughnuts toward me before doing the same with two coffees. “Oh, no. You talk fast as heck; that’s all.”

      I shrug, waiting for my total so I can pay and leave before she tells me the life story of the cartoon cat stretched across her shirt. “Or people speak slow as hell around here.”

      She blushes and taps the buttons of the ancient cash register with force. “Be careful out there. There’s a rainstorm coming, and those leaves get slick. Wouldn’t want you to slip and fall on that big head of yours.”
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      The ride back to the camper is as miserable as the first time, only now the journey is peppered with herds of painfully stupid deer. The hooved idiots can’t decide whether to stand in the road or dart across in a panic, almost colliding with the side of the van.

      Pulling into the clearing, I spot Maribel behind the camper with her dog, an enormous black thing with long, shaggy fur and a tongue flopping out of its mouth as it runs. I have no idea what breed it is, but the streams of slobber hanging from its jowls are enough to will its kind into extinction.

      Maribel’s still in her pink pajama bottoms from last night, though she now has a tight purple hoodie up top, and her bright, blotchy hair is tied into two messy balls on either side of her head. The ensemble makes her stand out against the autumnal backdrop like a living, breathing pop art painting.

      When she sees me, she wastes no time in darting back to the camper. The dog follows, and she hauls it inside, slamming the door behind them.

      It’s not a surprising reaction. We didn’t end last night on a high note. A wave would’ve been nice though. A sign maybe this plan could work.

      After I park, I gather the goods, swallow my pride, and set out to make a peace offering. I place the box of doughnuts on the arm of one of the Adirondack chairs, along with her coffee, before circling back to the camper’s door.

      Rapping my knuckles on the cold metal, I call out, “Knock, knock, Marble!”

      “Go away.”

      “Good morning to you too, Sunshine.”

      Good cold morning.

      It’s fucking freezing out here, and I’m in a T-shirt. I couldn’t find a sweatshirt to save my damn life earlier. Everything got tossed around while I was making my backseat bed last night.

      “Did you talk to Desi?” she asks, voice clipped.

      “No, I figured I’d let her enjoy her vacation. Why bring up the troubles of home?”

      “So, why are you bothering me? You’re not welcome here.”

      “I have a proposal.”

      A damn good one if I say so myself. She’s the clear winner in it. I’m the sucker.

      “I’m not interested.”

      I take a sip of my coffee, wincing at the acrid taste but appreciating its warmth. “You didn’t hear it yet.”

      “I don’t need to. Anything involving you and a proposal is a ‘no’ from me. Likely the same from every other woman on Earth. Men too.”

      I can’t help but laugh. If only she knew how many exes begged for a ring over the years, labeling me a commitment-phobe when I’d refuse.

      It’s not that I’m opposed to marriage, but I think you’re supposed to feel a little zing somewhere other than your dick when you’re with someone, and until I feel it, I won’t settle. I’ve had front row seats to a terrible match my entire life. I’m better off alone than settling.

      “Marble, I’m sure you’ll make someone exceptionally miserable as a wife someday, but I’m not interested in marriage. I’m here to talk money.”

      “I’m not a prostitute,” she volleys back. “So, save the speech, perv.”

      I blow out a rough breath, glaring at the metal door. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not interested in fucking you either.”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      This is going haywire. Here I am insulting the woman when I’m supposed to be winning her over.

      I don’t know why I said that. Yeah, I’m not interested in fucking her, but she’s good-looking. Not my usual type, but someone I would’ve had fun with in college. A lot of fucking fun, based on her chest.

      Yes, I’m unapologetically a boob guy as accused, and while hers aren’t huge, they’re perfectly perky, even with the weird piercings.

      Stop thinking of her tits.

      “No one is lining up to sleep with you here either,” she retorts. “I’m not interested in grumpy old men. I don’t have daddy issues.”

      I grin at the jab. “I’m not that old.”

      Thirty-six isn’t old, is it? I thought forty was the new twenty.

      “You say that, but your fine lines say otherwise.”

      Tilting my head back, I stare at the sky, silently asking God what I did to deserve this.

      It’s a Friday. I should be going through circuits with my personal trainer before heading to the office, not out here in Cousin Cooter, Pennsylvania, or wherever the hell I am, trying to reason with a woman who willingly stuck pins in her nipples.

      All through a closed camper door.

      I try again, going for the breakfast angle. “I have doughnuts.”

      “Congratulations. Try getting a personality next.”

      I take another sip of coffee, needing its strength to make it through this encounter without losing my shit. “Coffee, too. I brought enough to share.”

      “Laced with a sedative, I’m sure.”

      “Do you want me to try them in front of you?” I offer. “I wouldn’t tamper with food.”

      She doesn’t answer right away.

      I listen for one, though it’s hard to hear anything coming from the camper. I thought it was quiet out here before, but now that I’m paying attention, the forest has come alive with chirping birds and the rustle of the breeze through branches.

      I count to thirty in my head, waiting for a fork-tongued reply, but it never comes.

      “Fine, don’t believe me. But I have all the good doughnuts: Bavarian cream, cruller, blueberry cake, apple crumb…”

      There’s a metal click, and the door creaks open. “Apple crumb?”

      Gotcha.

      “Two of them. Apple cider too. And pumpkin. I have all the best hits.”

      The woman at the bakery insisted I grab a little of everything, and since most women would do anything for pumpkin spice bullshit this time of year, I figured I couldn’t go wrong scooping up fall flavors.

      The door inches open a touch more, though Maribel remains hidden inside. “What’s the catch?”

      She’s nibbling the line. Time to set the hook.

      “Nothing. I want to talk things out like adults. I figured doughnuts and coffee were the way to go after last night.”

      She pushes the door open wider, looking a lot better than I feel with rosy skin. Her lips are twisted into a wry smirk, and her blue-green eyes hold mine, twinkling with mischief. “Is this your version of an apology, Wolfie?”

      “For what?”

      She’s the one who shot me with bear spray. I’m not apologizing for anything.

      Her smirk flattens. “For being an asshole.”

      My first instinct is to bite back, but I lower my hackles and submit, for once. “Yeah.”

      Kissing ass will pay off in the end. One snarl, and this all comes crashing down.

      She lifts her chin. “Say it.”

      “Say what?”

      With one look, she voices a thousand words without opening her mouth.

      Sighing, I release the ball of tension in my chest. “I’m sorry about last night.”

      “For…?”

      I should’ve known she wouldn’t make this easy.

      “Yelling.”

      She shifts her weight to one hip, egging me on. “And?”

      “Scaring you?” I say, unsure what else I’m apologizing for. It’s not like I ran in here, kicked her dog, and insulted her grandmother. I let myself into my own rental, and she maced me. My anger was more than justified.

      “And?”

      For fuck’s sake.

      I clear my throat. “Barging in and seeing you naked.”

      I’m not sorry for that one, really.

      Her cheeks flush. “And for demeaning me?”

      “I didn’t—” I defend, but she cuts me off with the shake of her head.

      “Do you want me to list the insults?”

      I vaguely remember some of them. Polly Pocket bitch, namely. Not my best moment, for sure. I may look like my father, but I’m not him, no matter how many flashes of him appear sometimes.

      “No need,” I mutter. “I’m sorry. For everything. Let’s try this introduction thing again?”

      Flicking her eyes over me, she considers my words. “I guess. But you only get one more chance, Wolfie.”

      Got her.

      “Good morning, Maribel,” I greet, gesturing toward the Adirondack chairs. “It appears there’s been a double-booking. Perhaps we can come to a resolution?”
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      “A resolution?”

      The only resolution is him leaving after breakfast and coming back when my stay is over. I’m not going anywhere.

      The last year has been a blur of shitty freelance writing jobs. This time away is a reset before starting it all over again.

      Wolf nods. “I have an offer.”

      The swelling on his face is gone, allowing his chiseled cheekbones and gorgeous eyes to steal the show. He pulls off ruggedly handsome effortlessly with his dark stubble and ruffled hair. It’s a commendable feat after spending last night camped out in his minivan. He changed into a fresh T-shirt and dark jeans at some point, though they’re the wrong choice for mornings out here.

      It takes hours to warm up in the mountains, even on the hottest days. I’ve learned to layer up until noon and strip down when the heat and humidity crank up along with the mosquitos. We’re still getting some hot days here and there, but this morning’s more than nippy.

      If he’s uncomfortable, he doesn’t show it.

      Probably because the blood already runs cold through that stone heart of his.

      Polly Pocket Bitch.

      Yeah, I hold grudges. Kill me. I’m human.

      I grip the door, preparing to slam it in his face. “I’m not interested in an offer.”

      Doughnuts or not, I’m ready for this conversation to be over. I didn’t come out here to be insulted.

      A grin pulls at his lips, revealing a flash of brilliant white teeth. “Even if it’s worth double what you paid to stay here?”

      Double? That much money would cover a cabin with an actual kitchen. No more granola bars or beans.

      But as lovely as it sounds, there’s no way there’s anywhere available to rent in the area now with a dog. Let alone one the size of Nibble. He’s more than three times most places’ weight limit.

      “I can’t leave,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s too late in the season to find a place with Nibble.”

      Wolf’s thick brows pinch. “With whom?”

      “My dog.” I gesture to the canine in question, who’s trying to nudge me out of the way to greet our visitor.

      “You named that thing Nibble?”

      “That thing is a two-thousand-dollar, purebred Newfoundland.”

      He also happens to be my best friend, so this guy can take his opinions and stuff them.

      As if to rub in how much of a crabapple he is, Wolf declares, “You overpaid.”

      “And you’re an asshole.”

      His grin only grows wider. “Real mature, Marble.”

      “That’s rich coming from the so-called man who insulted a dog.”

      He shrugs and takes an infuriatingly long swig from his coffee. “He’s vile.”

      “So are you, but at least he can’t help the shit that falls out of his mouth,” I fire back, moving to shut the door.

      “Marble.”

      I grip the handle so hard my knuckles go white. “Save it. I’m not interested. Take your money and shove it up your ass.”

      I try to slam the door, but he snakes a booted foot in the way, propping it open.

      My heart thunders, galloping in a panic. My baseball bat is still over by the bed, and the bear spray is resting on the counter. I’m no match against him if he tries to force his way inside.

      Go for the eyes.

      It’s all I can do. I’ll claw those suckers like a cat. I don’t care how nice they are to look at.

      His expression softens. “You say you can’t leave… so how about I pay to stay with you?”

      “You’re not staying in here!”

      Is he crazy? On what planet would a woman live with a strange man in the middle of nowhere? That’s horror movie territory.

      He blows out a ragged breath. “No, I mean, let me stay here at the site, and I’ll use the bathroom as needed to wash off any bear spray you fire my way. The rest of the time, I’ll stay in the van.”

      “No.”

      He frowns. “Why?”

      “Because that’s….” I trail, shaking my head as I search for the right word. Weird. Bizarre. Mildly alarming. “Not okay.”

      “I promise I won’t be a bother,” he says, holding my gaze. “There aren’t any available rentals nearby. The tree lover bastards swallowed them all. I’m not staying at that lodge, either. I practically got scabies looking at it. Name your price, and I’ll double it.”

      “Careful, I could say some insane figure.”

      I don’t know why I’m entertaining this ridiculousness. I should shove him out of the way and slam the door while I’m ahead.

      “It could take a few days, but I’ll make it happen as long as you’re reasonable. A million would be a little much to pay to live with you, despite the adrenaline high it may bring with never knowing if and when I’ll get maced.”

      “Don’t bother lying to me.”

      He’s driving a minivan with its New York license plate zip-tied into place. If anything, he’s paycheck to paycheck like me.

      He thumbs over his shoulder, reading my mind. “It’s a rental.”

      “From where? Death Wish Express?”

      He doesn’t flinch at the insult. “Might as well be.”

      Curiosity gets the better of me, and I ask the question lingering on the tip of my tongue, “Why do you want to stay here so badly?”

      He trashed the foliage crowd, and he doesn’t look like much of a hiker or camper. There’s a haughty air to him beneath all the stubble and grumpiness.

      “I drove a long way, and I was looking forward to unplugging from the world. Therefore, I’m willing to pay a premium.”

      Judging by his car, he can’t afford his insurance premium.

      “Why’d you come to the Poconos?”

      He shrugs. “Same reason you did.”

      Yeah, I highly doubt that.

      I look him over, lingering on his predictably ringless left hand. He doesn’t seem like a family guy, so that’s no surprise, but the purple bruising on his knuckles is. A pang of guilt strikes my stomach, knowing the injury likely happened during the bear spray incident.

      “Where are you from?” I ask.

      “New York.”

      Obviously. I can read a damn license plate.

      “City or elsewhere in the state?” I press.

      “The city.”

      “Burrough?”

      He rubs at his jaw, smirking. “It’s a little early for cross-examination, Your Honor.”

      “It’s a little early for a strange man to show up promising the moon and the stars too, yet here you are.”

      “Such a sharp tongue,” he says, shaking his head with a chuckle. “Manhattan.”

      “Oh, aren’t you fancy?”

      I don’t know why he’s lying, but it’s none of my business. It’s not like I plan on telling him a whole lot of truths myself.

      “What about you? Where did you blow in from, Hurricane Marble?” he pushes, raking his eyes over me.

      I cross an arm over my chest, feeling exposed. He somehow looks through me rather than at me. “This isn’t about me.”

      “Sure, it is. You’re trying to connect and establish a basis of trust. How can I trust you?”

      “I think we established you couldn’t trust me when I shot you with bear spray.”

      “True, but I’d still like to know a little more about the person I’ll be spending the next few weeks with. You know, to make sure you’re not an axe murderer or anything.”

      My stomach chooses now to let out a low groan, begging for food. I can smell those damn doughnuts from here.

      “I haven’t agreed to anything,” I blurt out, trying to cover the obnoxious stomach wails.

      I don’t plan on agreeing, either. It’s not safe to stay somewhere this remote with a stranger. I’ve seen enough episodes of Dateline to know better.

      “But you will.”

      “You’re annoyingly cocky.”

      He swirls the coffee around his cup, unbothered. “Why wouldn’t I be? I brought doughnuts, coffee, and $5000 as a down payment.”

      $5000?

      My eyes dart to his rundown van, but he whistles, catching me. “Don’t get weird on me now, Marble.”

      “I’m not—”

      “Ten-thousand dollars for the three remaining weeks in the month,” he offers smoothly, fishing a hand into his pocket and retrieving a thick stack of hundreds.

      My jaw drops. “That’s insane.”

      Who walks around with that much cash? Better yet, where did he get it?

      He raises his coffee to his lips again. “Think of it as an inconvenience fee.”

      He could be a bank robber on the run. It would explain the cash and shifty look in his eyes.

      “I can’t.”

      “You can, and you will,” he cuts in.

      Don’t fall for it. You were raised to be smarter than this.

      I straighten. “No one walks around with that kind of money. You need to leave.”

      “Someone who’s planning to live remote for a few weeks and wants spending money would,” he replies. “Don’t judge a man by his wheels, Marble. It’s rude.”

      My cheeks heat. “Where did you get the money?”

      I hate sounding like a Greenwich snob, but I can’t help but be wary. Nothing is adding up here. Hot guy plus beat-up minivan plus large amount of cash equals sketchy on all fronts.

      He doesn’t hesitate. “I earned it.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Working.”

      “Where?”

      Working has endless meanings. He could work burying bodies for the mob or selling weed. He could also work at a kiosk in a mall offering free lip waxes to women in passing. Out of those options, I’d rather he sells weed.

      “Manhattan.”

      I groan. “Be honest with me.”

      “I haven’t lied to you once.”

      So, he says. Everyone lies. I’ve lied to him plenty already. He has no reason to tell me a word of the truth.

      But $10,000 would be life changing. It might mean the chance to rent somewhere that doesn’t reek of poop constantly. Owning a car again too.

      “What’s the catch?” I ask, knowing it can’t be that easy. Nothing is.

      “There is none.”

      “Just say it,” I push. It’s too early to play games, and he’s hogging my morning.

      “Say you’ll take the money.”

      He’s teasing, dangling the cash on a string, and damn if my fingers aren’t itching to grab it.

      “I…”

      “Come on, Marble. I’ll throw in an extra grand for being a dickhead last night.”

      $11,000.

      Holy. Shit.

      Silence hangs as the decision looms over me.

      “So, it’s settled? $11,000, going once…”

      I stare at him, too caught up on the figure to object.

      I need the money.

      Is it foolish? Absolutely.

      But so is turning it down at this rate. The money would be an incredible safety net. Who cares if he comes inside to use the bathroom? That doesn’t mean I have to be around when he does. Hell, for $11,000 he can run around streaking through the forest if he feels like it. He just needs to watch out for poison ivy and mosquitoes.

      “Twice.”

      Looking at him, I’m torn.

      I can’t say no, but I refuse to say yes with that tilt to his lips. The one projecting he knows how desperate I am.

      “Sold to the pink-haired hellion!” he booms before extending a hand.

      Nibble thumps his nail against the counter like a drum.

      “Shake it,” Wolf implores.

      I adjust my grip on the door handle. “Why?”

      I can’t help but feel like he’s got an electric buzzer waiting for me or a thumbtack hidden in his palm.

      “Every deal closes with a handshake, Marble.”

      “It’s Maribel.”

      “I know, but Marble suits you.”

      I want to argue, but I take his offered hand instead.

      Heat blossoms between us at the contact, though it hardly feels sexual. More like two rivals agreeing to a temporary truce.

      “Okay, Wolfie. You have a deal.”

      As I say the words, I can’t help but worry I’m making a terrible mistake.
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      We eat doughnuts in silence on the porch. It's one of the more awkward meals I’ve had in recent memory, unfolding more like a hostage negotiation than a shared breakfast.

      The doughnuts taste as amazing as they smell, and I inhale three before my stomach turns in protest. I still have my eye on a pumpkin one for later.

      After polishing off a plain and a cranberry walnut, Wolf heads into the camper to rinse away the last bits of pepper spray clinging to his pores. I gave him the rundown about how the shower switches from lukewarm to freezing after three minutes flat, but I could tell he was skeptical. I haven’t heard him scream out though, so he must’ve heeded my advice.

      Both door keys come with me when I sit outside waiting. I wouldn’t put it past Wolf to try to get even after last night. It must’ve been miserable sleeping in a minivan.

      The nights have gotten colder, and it’s only a matter of time before the days join them, taking away the steamy afternoons that have led me to the lake for a swim each day since arriving at the camper. Winter in the mountains is cruel, but autumn isn’t anything to sneeze at once it settles in. The endless miles of beautiful leaves almost make you forget you’ve lost feeling in your fingers during hikes.

      Settling in the Poconos wasn’t my first choice after leaving Greenwich, but the farm apartment was the only one on my list that accepted a giant fluffy dog, so here we are. It’s a few miles north of Silver Ridge while the camper’s south but being out here is enough of a vacation for me.

      Sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs, I stare at the small pastry bag in my hands containing a neat stack of hundred-dollar bills. Wolf counted it out in front of me twice before heading inside. I kept thinking of his beat-up van, knowing he needs the money too, regardless of what he says. But then I’d look at Nibble running around with his tail wagging and remember how much we need it, so I accepted the cash.

      And here it sits.

      $5000. A down payment of what’s to come and an amount I wouldn’t have batted an eyelash at a year ago, yet today it seems astronomical.

      “Sorry, you have to see my old man bod. I dropped my shirt in the sink.”

      Startled, I look up, spotting a shirtless Wolf stepping out of the camper onto the slatted porch. A wet green wad is clutched in his right hand, but that’s the last thing I’m staring at.

      “What?” I ask, shaking my head to clear the brain fog.

      Not only am I confused over his apology, but I’m baffled that was hiding under his T-shirt. A slate of lean muscle stares back at me with sculpted shoulders, hard pecs, and the start of an Adonis belt disappearing beneath the waistband of his jeans. His broad chest is home to a fine coating of dark hair that trickles over his hard stomach.

      Body hair is something I’ve never found attractive, but I can’t imagine him without it. I have the strangest urge to touch it.

      Jesus. Why do I want to pet him? He’s a man, not a cat.

      “You’re frowning,” he says, stopping mid-stride to look at me. “I figured I’m offending you with my shirtless presence. I’m a grandpa, remember?”

      I pull my eyes from his chest to his face.

      He’s almost smiling again.

      “No, I was thinking.”

      I was thinking about the money, but now my mind’s busy processing his body and sending signals to places it has no business sending them.

      Dear God, why does my pussy have a heartbeat?

      I’ve seen shirtless guys before. Men my own damn age. He’s nothing special.

      And he’s an asshole. No matter how sorry I feel for him, I have to remember that. I’ve screamed at fictional characters for less.

      “Did you need more coffee than that?” he asks, gesturing to the cup beside me. “I bought larges. I figured we both needed a caffeinated kick in the ass after last night.”

      I glance at the cardboard cup resting untouched on my armrest. “No, I’m fine. Thanks.”

      He looks between the cup and me slowly. “You didn’t try it, did you?”

      “Yes, I did. It’s great. Thank you.”

      Another harmless lie won’t kill me.

      He strolls over like he’s about to sit in the chair beside mine but grabs my coffee cup instead. “It’s still full. What’s wrong with it?”

      Busted.

      “I’m a slow drinker.”

      His eyes narrow. “You think I drugged it, don’t you?”

      “No.” My face is totally flaming right now.

      “Such a paranoid little shit,” he says before lifting the cup to his lips. His stubbled throat bobs with three heavy swallows before he lowers it, leaving me wondering how in the hell drinking became sexualized in my mind. “See? No drugs. Only sugar and cream.”

      “You can never be too careful,” I offer weakly, more than ready to run back inside and hide. I don’t know why, either. It’s perfectly rational not to drink something from a stranger, but here I am rolling in guilt like a weirdo.

      “Yeah, especially when it’s me,” he says, holding out the cup for me to take. “I forgot I’m less than you.”

      I snatch the cup. “I don’t think anyone is less than me.”

      I’m not a damn Greenwich snob. I’ve spent a year out and about with real people, busting my ass. I’m not another trust fund jerkoff.

      “Whatever you say, Marble.” He wipes a splotch of coffee foam from the corner of his lip with his thumb, and my mind immediately goes to him doing the same to me; the rough pad rolling across my soft mouth.

      Not waiting around for me to come back to Earth, Wolf stalks off to his van, and I’m left staring after him.

      But mainly at his tight butt.
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      “How did it go?” Alice asks, her voice overrun with static.

      “I’m staying,” I reply, peering out the van window. Maribel’s on the porch with a tablet, scowling and swiping away while the dog sleeps at her feet. I assume she’s trying and failing to look up spells to strike me dead with. “We came to an agreement.”

      “Oh, yeah? What kind?”

      “A financial settlement.”

      She laughs. “I wouldn’t expect any less of you. How much is it setting you back?”

      I don’t want to admit the truth, but it is what it is. I did what I had to do, and I’d do it again.

      Still eyeing Maribel, I shake my head. “Eleven grand.”

      “Wolf!”

      I hold the phone out to save my eardrum from further torture. When I’m sure she’s done shouting, I bring it back to defend myself. “It’s worth it.”

      “It’s a camper, not a penthouse suite.”

      Worse, it’s not the damn camper I’m paying for. It’s the right to park here and use the bathroom. But that’s for me to know. Not only because it’s a joke of a deal, but if Alice finds out Maribel is staying too, she’ll never let it go.

      “It’s better than a jail cell.”

      “True. They’d have a hell of a time doing a cavity search with that stick up your ass.”

      “Shut up, Al.”

      She giggles, pleased with herself.

      “Have you heard from Kip?” I ask, switching gears.

      I’m itching for an update. Yesterday should’ve been a total clusterfuck for him. Today won’t be much better either, though it’s still the morning, so the shit likely hasn’t hit the fan yet with clients trying to rush in last-minute calls and meetings before the weekend.

      “Not a peep. No one’s even called to let me know anything happened.”

      Dammit.

      “He’s embarrassed,” I surmise. “God forbid he look like the punk he is.”

      He’s likely walking around with a shiner, and half of the people who see him won’t be able to feign surprise someone finally decked the arrogant asshole in Armani. Our employees will put two and two together in no time and know who landed the blow.

      “What happened between you two anyway?” Alice asks.

      “Same old shit.”

      I refuse to embarrass my mother by telling anyone what I’d seen in his office. She’s already mortified to be in her condition. She doesn’t need her husband’s indiscretions out there on top of it.

      “Oh, come on. You’ve never hit him before. What did he say? Or do?”

      “It was a culmination,” I explain. “He chose the wrong time to poke me, and I swung.”

      “How did it feel?” I can tell by her tone she doesn’t want to ask but can’t help herself.

      “Fucking amazing.”

      I might not have nabbed a veneer, but I still got to unleash thirty-six years of pent-up rage with a single punch. At least some of the pressure over what I’d seen released with the blow. The rest will have to stew like every other time.

      “So, where’d the woman in the camper go?” Alice asks. “Or ‘the devil,’ as you called her.”

      “The hell if I know,” I answer; my eyes locked on the woman in question. Her face is scrunched in concentration while she scans the tablet, her fingers twirling a hunk of pink hair. “How’s Mom?”

      “Great. My morning check-in call went well. The physical therapist said Aunt Ev loves the new wheelchair.”

      “Because it actually has padding,” I mutter, annoyed.

      My mother’s a martyr to the core, always going for bare bones care and equipment despite having literal millions at her disposal. I stopped asking her a long time ago if she needed anything and started asking her care team instead. She’s more honest with them than me.

      “She’s worried about inconveniencing you.”

      “It’s not an inconvenience to ask for something. I’ve told her a thousand times.”

      A million times, maybe. I’ve offered to move her into my place too, but she refuses, like living with Kip in a house full of old ghosts is healthy for her. Every time I visit, I want to bathe in holy water when I get home. The old mansion’s crawling with bad memories.

      “And I’m sure you’ve done it in exactly that tone too. You bite everyone’s head off.”

      My eyes are still glued to Maribel, transfixed with how peaceful she is. She’s such a fidgety person, darting around everywhere with nervous energy, that it’s refreshing to see her at rest. “I do not.”

      I’d wooed my first woman with doughnuts and cash. Therefore, I don’t bite everyone’s head off.

      Though the wooed woman in question still spooks easily, so I might need to head into town for more pastries if I want to keep the peace.

      Alice sighs. “Whatever you say, Wolf. Hopefully, for everyone else’s sake, you blow off some steam out there.”
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      “What are you doing?”

      Maribel asks the pointless question while I’m mid-swing, but luckily the jolt of surprise running through me goes unnoticed when the hatchet strikes the log, splintering the wood.

      “What does it look like? Chopping firewood.”

      I spot her walking down from the camper with her dog in tow. She’s in tattered shorts, sneakers, and a t-shirt, the hem short enough to reveal a navel piercing I missed during her naked blitzkrieg three days ago.

      “Why?”

      I set the hatchet down to grab another log from the pile beside me. Doing everything with my non-dominant hand absolutely blows, for the record. “To have a fire. Why else?”

      After finding the hatchet resting against a shed at the rear of the property, I spent most of the morning collecting branches small enough to chop. It’s busy work, distracting me from why Kip hasn’t reached out to Alice yet. It also prevents my mind from wandering back to the woman coming toward me dressed like a farmer’s daughter in heat.

      I’d like to forget I have a dick for the next eighteen days, but Maribel’s making it extremely difficult, even with her general fuck off attitude.

      She stops a few feet away, planting her hands on her hips. The act hikes her shirt up higher, revealing more of her stomach, the skin tanned and toned like the rest of her. “Why do you need a fire? You can use warm water to heat your food in the camper. I’ve figured out how to sous vide beans, kind of.”

      I cringe. That sounds like botulism waiting to happen.

      “To cook food, for one,” I reply before lifting the hatchet again and splitting the log. She jumps at the sound, sending her streaky waves bouncing. They’re free today, for once, flowing down her back. I kick the split pieces to the side and grab another log, repeating the same process as before. “And I’d like to have a fire.”

      I’d also like to know why she’s pestering me all of a sudden. She’s treated me like I’m contagious for the past three days, dipping out of the camper when I head into shower and avoiding small talk entirely. She doesn’t try to hide that she thinks she’s better than me.

      “Have you ever made a fire before?”

      The hatchet connects with the log, and again, she flinches.

      “Yes.”

      It’s been roughly thirty years since I’d attended a scout retreat in the Finger Lakes teaching me said skill, but I can remember the basics. I also have a lighter in the van to help me if all else fails.

      “How are you going to light it?”

      I glance over, taking in every wide-eyed, fresh-faced inch of her. She can’t be more than twenty-five, at most. Still young, dumb, and full of hope. I wonder if her parents know she’s out here, running around half naked with pins in her tits in front of a perfect stranger who wants to fuck her senseless.

      I don’t know why the thought sends a bolt of protectiveness through me. I shouldn’t care. She’s not my problem.

      “How many questions do you have?”

      Her face flushes. “I’m just asking—”

      “Too many questions,” I finish for her, kicking the split wood out of the way. “If you want to help, go find dry kindling. If it bends instead of cracks, it’s too wet.”

      “I…”

      “Or you can stand there and watch,” I say, setting the hatchet down to grab the hem of my shirt, pulling it up to wipe the sweat from my brow. “But no talking or scowling. I’ve had enough of the judgment, thank you.”

      The woman shoots daggers with her eyes, knowingly or not. I have a net worth of eight figures, yet she’s judging me over a shit minivan.

      “You’re an asshole,” she bites out, turning on her heel.

      “Correction: The asshole,” I call after her, but she doesn’t stop, storming back to the camper with that sweet little ass swaying.

      Damn, Halloween can’t come soon enough.
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      "We're doing this once to get it out of our system," I grind out, pulling down my panties and shorts with a single tug.

      The words are aimed at my lady parts, who've been raring to go for hours now. Ever since Wolf went all Paul Bunyan and started chopping wood out by the shed earlier, they want nothing more than to gobble him up.

      Him being his penis.

      Possibly his fingers and tongue too.

      I’m as disgusted with my vagina as I am with myself for doing this.

      But I can’t stand it anymore. The slightest friction has me wriggling, and I’d like to finish my book without picturing Wolf as the hero.

      The miserable bastard doesn’t know it, but after leaving him to handle his wood, I watched from the bench window with Nibble like the two peeping perverts we are.

      I practically started playing DJ on my clit right there when he tugged his shirt off and started swinging, going full lumberjack porn on me.

      Nibble paws at the door, whining.

      "Take a nap, buddy."

      Call me a weirdo, but I won’t masturbate with my dog in the room, so I'm tucked away in the bathroom to get the job done. No one needs to see the low I've hit.

      Of all the men to masturbate to, it’s frigging Wolf. Not Thor and his hammer. Not Mr. Darcy or Momoa. It's the guy who called me a Polly Pocket bitch. I need to switch up my reading habits, or I'll wind up falling in love with a guy on death row.

      "One time," I mutter, lifting a foot onto the closed toilet lid. "That's it. Then he's back to being nothing but a miserable son of a bitch. Got it?"

      I can't get WIFI out here, so I'm forced to get off the old-fashioned way. Usually, I'd struggle without visual stimulation, but with Wolf's body fresh on my mind, it’s effortless to whip up a fantasy.

      Just imagining him watching me has my engine revving.

      I can picture him leaning against the door with a disapproving look on his face, telling me what a piss-poor job I’m doing at getting myself off.

      My fingers dip between my thighs, and the slightest brush against my clit sends me swaying to grip the sink.

      Damn, I need this.

      I haven't been touched in so long. It's silly really, depriving myself, and that's abundantly clear with how sensitive I am. My body is starved, humming at every sensation. It’s been well over a year since I’ve been with anyone. Even then, it was Reid, and our sex life left much to be desired—one of many reasons my then-fiancé had to go.

      Another flutter of my fingers has my hips rolling forward, seeking more.

      I wonder how much better it would feel if it were Wolf touching me. How much more responsive I'd be to his touch. To those long, thick fingers.

      Would he toy with me, or would he give me everything I need?

      And what about that vicious tongue of his? Would he put it to use?

      My toes curl at the thought.

      This is so fucked up.

      Two of my fingers slip inside, finding my channel hot and slick. I close my eyes and get lost, envisioning Wolf here with me, fingerfucking me to oblivion.

      His would be so much bigger. Rougher.

      He wouldn't be a kind or generous lover. He'd bend me over the sink and fuck me, his sex as cold and harsh as he is. No kissing. No caresses. Only a deep, relentless rhythm.

      It should repulse me.

      But it doesn't.

      My pussy clamps down on my fingers instead.

      I want it. So fucking much.

      He'd leave me breathless, stealing my release once he'd had his fill before making me beg. He's that kind of bastard.

      God, I hate him.

      My thumb finds my clit, rubbing in small circles and imagining it’s his tongue.

      Fuck, that feels amazing.

      My hips jerk, and with only a few short pumps of my fingers, I’m there, coming hard.

      “Oh, fuck, Wolf!”

      It’s not more than a pant, but it doesn’t matter.

      Shame washes over me.

      I’ve said the words.

      That’s horrible enough.
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      When I step outside with Nibble for our daily hike, Wolf’s lying on the roof of his van with a hand behind his head. He doesn’t seem to notice me as he stares up at the sky, but my eyes home in on him, drinking in his long, lean frame.

      I should taunt him about climbing up there like an old goat or say something light-hearted so he can slip and fall into the friend zone where he belongs.

      But I don’t.

      I look away and head to the trail while Nibble sniffs at the ground, stomping extra hard on fallen leaves in passing.

      Why?

      Because that single glance in Wolf’s direction has my nipples rock hard, even after the humiliating bathroom session I had.

      What if he’d heard me in there? How would I have explained myself?

      Oh, sorry. I needed to finger myself, and you were the first person that popped into my head. I came saying your name. Hope that’s okay. Toodles.

      I’d die of embarrassment.

      My heart still skitters as I walk, my backside humming imagining him watching me from atop the van.

      I wonder if he’s had the same thoughts about me.

      It must be a natural curiosity between men and women in our situation, stuck together in the middle of nowhere. You start imagining yourselves fucking like you’re the last people on Earth, tasked with carrying on humanity or something equally crazy. That makes sense, right? A bit of breeder kink to spice up your morning coffee and leave you questioning everything.

      If that’s true, thank God it’s Wolf here and not Reid.

      That, or I read too much smut.

      I smile at the thought, only to have it fade at the abrupt reminder of Wolf’s words the other day. Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not interested in fucking you.

      The statement was cruel and excruciatingly efficient, biting into flesh and bone to leave its mark.

      He’ll never want me, not even for a quick, palate-cleansing fuck. I’m not about to chase anyone either.

      Especially him.

      My skin still heats thinking of him watching right now. My hips still roll a little more with each step too, wanting to put on a show.

      I swear I’ve been invaded by body snatchers.

      Get it together, girl.

      The man has thrown more red flags than a matador, and I have no business trying to charge through them, one by one.

      I don’t care how hot of a one-handed lumberjack he can be or how many times I have to sneak off into the bathroom to rub one out like some wanton slut.

      Wolf is off-limits.

      Period.
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      “Hey, honey!” Mom greets, upbeat as always, even on a Monday.

      That eternal cheeriness is fueled by enough caffeine to take down an adult moose, but her secret’s safe with me.

      I shift the phone against my ear, watching Nibble romp along the shoreline with a gnarled branch. “Hi.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine.”

      “Wow, I don’t hear any horses again. Did they install new windows in your building?”

      I stare out at the lake, the surface rippling in the wind. “Nope.”

      I’ve called my childhood home from out here since arriving at the camper. The lake is my happy place, and I need all the help I can get to make it through the weekly sessions.

      It’s also the place with the best call reception.

      Neither parent has a clue I’m on vacation, and I’d like to keep it that way. Much like they don’t know where I’m really living. It’s easier to leave them in the dark.

      Our Monday call routine was established after I settled far from the Cruz compound in my current apartment. It’s a compromise, maintaining contact but creating much-needed boundaries. When I first left, Mom called at least five times a day and texted nearly every hour. Dad wasn’t much better, threatening to hire a private investigator to track me down, but after I cut off contact for a full month, they changed their tune. Now we have this weekly chat, though Mom’s usually the one on the line. Dad’s almost always golfing now that he’s retired from the bench.

      “Nancy said they pull people around Central Park on carriages. That sounds so dangerous. You know how I feel about horses.”

      I smile. “Oh, I know.”

      Anything fun is dangerous in my mother’s eyes.

      “You haven’t gone for a ride, have you?” she asks. “Wait, don’t tell me. I don’t want to get angina.”

      She’d have a heart attack if she found out where I’m really living.

      I laugh as she continues. “I hope you can’t smell them in your suite, honey. If you do, I can send you an air purifier. You can get so sick from those fumes.”

      I love that my mother’s so uptight she can’t bear to say apartment like it’s tinged. She has to call my non-existent New York City abode a freaking suite. Only her.

      “I’m too high up,” I reassure, lying through my teeth.

      “Horses carry diseases.”

      “So do mosquitoes. You have those in Greenwich.”

      She ignores me, of course, soldiering on. “I saw Reid over the weekend. He was in town for his mother’s birthday.”

      “He might too.”

      “What?”

      I smile to myself. “Nothing.”

      “He’s doing so well down at Duke. Daddy thinks he’s going to make it to the bench someday. I wish you two would…”

      “We’re over,” I cut in.

      I don’t care if Reid Rivers winds up on the Supreme Court. That chapter of my life is over. I don’t want to be someone’s silent arm candy. He’d drop dead if he saw me now with pink hair and piercings. My parents would too.

      “Honey, you were engaged. There’s history there.”

      “I said yes to a proposal when I was seventeen. It was basically four years of dating with a promise ring.”

      I never tried on dresses or looked at venues. I barely even thought about the eventual marriage at the end of the engagement rainbow. We jumped into college, me as a commuter student while Reid stayed on campus. Plenty of breakups happened that my parents never knew about, some where he’d spite-fuck a girl I hated while we were separated, others where I’d do the same with a rival of his on the baseball team. It was petty and juvenile, but almost all first relationships are, and we’d simply outgrown each other by the time I ended it for good the summer after college graduation. I left in September and haven’t looked back in the year since.

      Knowing Reid, he’s over the moon down at Duke. He can toss his hotdog to any woman willing to accept missionary as their one and only sexual position. Plus, he gets to brag he’s in law school now to anyone that’ll listen. I honestly hope he’s living his dream there. And I hope he continues to do so without me.

      “You loved him.”

      I toe at the gravel. “I loved a lot of things back then.”

      “He’s not a thing; he’s a Rivers.”

      “You know what I meant. It’s not a big deal. People change with time, and we grew apart. Besides, can you seriously imagine me with a lawyer?”

      That gets a laugh out of her. “No, Maribel. No, I can’t.”
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      Sunlight streams through the van windows, but it isn’t what rouses me from an afternoon nap. It’s the beam of light pinging around the space, swirling over my face to tease my eyelids open.

      I sit up and look out, only to do a double take.

      Maribel is hula hooping beyond the camper, her hips rolling while a gold loop whirls around her waist. The hoop reflects the sun, sending light ricocheting in a steady tempo.

      She’s facing away from me, head tilted to the sky. Her arms are high, threading her fingers into her hair, the waterfall of pink and caramel waves cascading down her back to rest above the curve of her ass, swaying to the same melody as her hips.

      I’ve never seen someone as carefree as she is at this exact moment, totally at peace while her dog romps around with one of my logs in its jaws, tail wagging.

      Damn dog.

      Good thing I hid the bulk of them in the shed or I’d never have a fire with him slobbering all over them.

      Maribel’s body overrides my annoyance, holding my attention.

      Those damn tattered shorts and the cropped tee hug her slight curves, doing nothing to hide her shape. She may be petite, but she’s not a waif, with rounded hips, a heart-shaped ass, and those tits…

      The memory of them bared is still fresh, the mounds studded in metal. I’ve never been with a woman who had them pierced, and I haven’t been able to get them or the rest of her body out of my mind. Every time I close my eyes, I picture her naked like a fucking animal.

      She’s also at least a decade younger and thinks she’s better despite having a dye job so bad it couldn’t pass for a three-year-old’s handiwork. And then there’s the fact she’s a colossal pain in the ass who’s costing me eleven grand.

      My dick doesn’t care, growing harder with every undulation of her hips, imagining her doing the same on top of me.

      Traitor.

      And it isn’t only her body riling me. It’s the static between us, a tiny spark waiting to snap over any little thing.

      I caught her looking at me on the van when she left for a hike earlier. There was nothing but annoyance etched in her face like my very existence ruined her day.

      I fucking loved every second of it.

      Much like this hula hooping of hers.

      Who the hell hula hoops as an adult, anyway?

      As if she hears my thoughts, Maribel turns, her eyes zeroing in on the van.

      On my creepy-ass self, staring nonetheless.

      She caught me. Red-fucking-handed.

      We might be a dozen yards apart, but there’s no mistaking the eye contact, and she immediately grips the hoop and hops out of it.

      Shit. Fix this now.

      I slide the van door open. “Are you hungry, Marble?”

      “No.” Her face is beet red with embarrassment.

      “That’s a pretty cool talent,” I offer, gesturing at the hoop in her hand. “I never got the hang of it as a kid. I move like a refrigerator.”

      She frowns. “You were watching me the whole time?”

      “No, I just woke up. I took a nap. I’m old, remember?”

      “Sounds about right,” she says, sliding the hoop over her shoulder before whistling for the dog. It bounds over to her, still carrying the damn log in its mouth like it’s a twig. “Well, enjoy your day, Wolfie.”

      I glance at my watch. It’s almost five o’clock already. “Do you want to catch a roomie dinner in town? I passed a bar and grill when I grabbed doughnuts the other day.”

      The little orange building looked worse for wear, but other than the bakery and gas station, it seemed like the only place selling food. If I’m going to risk food poisoning, I might as well do it with a friend.

      She shakes her head and looks up at the sky. “Oh, no. I’m fine. A storm is due in soon though, so if you’re planning on heading into Silver Ridge, you should go now. The backroads get rough during downpours.”

      I follow her gaze, and there isn’t a cloud in any direction, so I’m not sure how much I believe her about this so-called storm. The woman from the bakery was wrong the other day too. They’re both trusting the wrong weatherman.

      “Let me take you to dinner. It’s another way to say thank you.”

      It’s also an opportunity to find common ground and stop outright hating one another. Then my dick can stop obsessing over arguing and makeup sex. I don’t know why it’s hyper-focused on either. Drama has always been a boner killer and a half to me. If I so much as sense it in a prospective partner, I’m out.

      But not with Maribel. With her, it’s a goddamn aphrodisiac.

      Her fingers glide over the hoop, and for the briefest moment, I think she’s going to agree. “I appreciate the offer, but I’ll pass tonight, thanks.”

      Before I can argue my case, she turns on her heel and slips into the camper with the dog.
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      Rather than drive into town for a solo meal, I stew in the van, reading and rereading the owner’s manual. It’s the only reading material available and a form of cruel and unusual punishment. My home library has thousands of titles to choose from, yet here I am learning the ins and outs of a soccer mom’s chariot with no Grisham in sight.

      I use my phone’s light to skim the pages while fat raindrops pelt the van, storm clouds swallowing the world around me.

      Sure enough, it started raining soon after Maribel disappeared inside the camper earlier and hasn’t let up since.

      It’s just me and this worn-down owner’s manual for the night.

      Well, me, the worn-down owner’s manual, and the cold.

      It’s safe to say it’s going to be a long, miserable night.

      God help me if I need to take a leak.

      My stomach roars into the void while I thumb the pages, demanding something besides this morning’s banana and apple. Protein, specifically.

      I’d kill for a hanger steak from Gramercy Tavern.

      Setting aside the manual, I climb from the passenger seat to scrounge through bags in the third row, retrieving a packet of cashews. They’re more appealing than the stacks of canned green beans and smoked oysters, and if I eat another piece of fruit, I’ll throw up. The bananas are already spotted sugar bombs from hell and the apples aren’t much better.

      The culinary clusterfuck is all I could find at the convenience store I’d stopped at on I-80 on the way, but now that I’m out here, I’m not convinced canned food was the way to go for the bulk of my meals. For one, I forgot to buy a can opener, and then there’s the whole issue of disposing of the cans. Keeping empty ones around is a surefire way to end up on a bear’s brunch menu.

      Knock on wood, but I haven’t seen one yet, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

      Something slaps into the sliding door’s window in a heavy, steady beat.

      Dropping the cashews, I twist away across the bench seat. “Holy fuck!”

      Please say it’s a deer.

      An oversized opossum.

      Anything but a damn bear.

      I didn’t pack a weapon. All I have are cans and a bum hand.

      I mentally count to three before aiming the phone’s light at the window.

      Instead of a wild animal, there’s Maribel. She’s in a sweatshirt, the hood pulled high but doing little to shield her from the rain.

      I rip open the sliding door, letting in a deluge, soaking me and my sleeping bag.

      Son of a bitch.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Don’t tell me she wants to go to dinner now in the middle of this shit.

      “Do you want wine?” she asks, cupping her hands over her eyes to block out the rain.

      “What?”

      Am I dreaming? Hallucinating?

      “Wine. I have some. Do you want a glass? Err—cup,” she shouts, trying to be heard over the downpour.

      “Why the fuck would I want wine?”

      Shit that came out wrong.

      The effect is instant. Her expression falls, and her teeth sink into her lower lip. “Sorry. I thought you’d… you know what? Forget it.”

      Goddammit.

      “Marble…”

      Ignoring me, she turns to leave, but I reach out and snag her wrist, drenching myself again in the process.

      As soon as I do, she spins on her heels and screams. Not an ah, you surprised me scream. An oh, my God, I’m being murdered scream.

      I let go and slip back under the cover of the van. “What the hell?”

      “Don’t touch me!” she hisses, stumbling over gravel.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m a little confused here. You showed up out of nowhere in the middle of a storm, asking if I wanted wine. You have to admit that’s random.”

      She also slapped the window and scared the ever-loving shit out of me. My heart still hasn’t recovered from that part.

      “There’s nothing to be confused about. I mistook you for a human and figured you’d want to come in out of the cold rather than sit alone. Excuse the fuck out of me.”

      She’s being nice. Hospitable. Kind.

      And I’m being an asshole.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She shakes her head, laughing bitterly. “Forget it, Wolf. I’ll leave you alone in your den. Enjoy your misery.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      But there’s no use trying. She leaves, stomping back to the camper through puddles, splashing the hell out of herself in the process.

      “Marble!”

      She doesn’t break her stride or look back.

      “Maribel!”

      Fuck.

      “I’ll be in in a minute,” I call, shining my phone over the interior of the van. Nearly everything is fucking soaked. “Let me grab my Scotch and cashews.”

      And with any luck, something waterproof to wear.
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      This feels a lot like trying to win over a wet cat.

      I am, in a way, though the cat’s changed into warm, dry clothes while I’m the wet one.

      Maribel sits on the counter cross-legged near the exit while I stick to the bench next to her dog. The beast is facing me; its big brown eyes focused on the half-empty bag of cashews in my hand. Every so often, he looks up at me as if saying, “You going to eat that?”

      At least it’s cozier than in the van.

      From what I’ve gathered from Maribel over the last twenty or so minutes of start and stop conversation, the camper is solar powered with a well and a septic system. It’s better outfitted than the hunting cabins in the area I’d seen online, albeit smaller, a hell of a lot gaudier, and lacking a heating and cooling system, so the potential weeks ahead should be absolutely fucking miserable as the temperature drops.

      She’s nursing a plastic cup of wine while I drink my Scotch from the bottle. Her poison of choice is a cheap Pinot Gris. Mine is a bottle of Dalmore, and I might wind up drinking half of it sitting here.

      I don't know why she invited me inside. Yes, it's cold, and it's natural to pity someone to a degree, but if she genuinely dislikes me, I belong outside, not in here, steps away from a bed I want nothing more than to bury my dick inside her atop.

      All the while, Maribel looks between me, the door, and the bear spray in a fixed rotation like she knows it.

      "Can you stop staring at me like I'm about to pull out a steak knife?" I ask before she gives the spray another go at my face.

      "I'm not.”

      “You are,” I protest. “And I’m sorry again about out there. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t scare me.”

      "Don't lie to me, Marble. We're friends now, remember?" I saw the fear in her eyes when I grabbed her wrist. I wasn’t thinking at the time—I reacted—and I frightened her. We might be sitting feet from one another, but we’re still strangers. I had no business touching her.

      She shakes her head. "I could never be your friend."

      “Harsh," I reply with a chuckle. "And yet another lie. We're well on our way to becoming old drinking buddies. We’ll have matching beer guts in no time. Maybe I’ll go get mine pierced too.”

      "I thought about what you said this morning about me being judgmental,” she reveals, running a finger over the edge of her cup. "And I wanted to apologize. I'm not some snobby—"

      "Save it. You had every right to be uncomfortable."

      She walks around like Daenerys, ready to take back her throne, but she’s still young. Young and petite and vulnerable, and Christ, do I want to ask her what the fuck she’s thinking right now. Why the hell did she invite me in here? I would lock Alice in my spare room until she’s thirty for doing something this dangerous. You don’t invite some random guy in for a nightcap.

      "That doesn't make it okay to make you uncomfortable."

      I want to have a lengthy conversation about the world and why it's perfectly acceptable to do that, but there aren't enough hours to do so, nor do I want to piss her off by smashing her glass-half-full outlook with a dose of reality. Besides, she doesn’t look like the type to take life lectures very well. The pink hair and piercings say anarchy and rebellion a mile away.

      “What can I do to set your mind at ease?" I ask, meaning every word. The sooner I throw buckets of water on the fire between us, the better. "You shouldn’t stress yourself out. You’ll get an ulcer.”

      The ulcer thing is questionable, but Mom always threatens I’ll give her one, so I might as well borrow her go-to line. I think she’d approve in this case. She might keel over at the sight of the wild woman on the counter, but she’d still appreciate me being nice for once.

      Maribel runs her hands over her thighs as if warming them through the flannel. She changed into the checkered bottoms and a baggy sweatshirt after coming in from the rain. Her hair’s still damp, down and wild now with waves.

      After a long moment, she asks, "What's your full name? You already know mine from the rental agreement."

      Maribel Cruz. I won't forget it.

      She's the only person who knows I'm here other than Alice. If I had working WIFI, I would already know everything about her to be safe.

      And, of course, she had to ask the one question I shouldn't answer. But if I don't, she'll know something is off.

      "Wolfgang, but everyone calls me Wolf."

      A grin tugs at her lips. "Wolfgang?"

      "That isn't the worst of it," I say, mentally kicking myself after the words slip out.

      Drop it, idiot. Move the hell on.

      "Oh yeah? Is your middle name Dick?"

      "That would be tragic. But no. It's Amadeus."

      "Someone's a Mozart fan."

      I nod. "That would be my mother. She's a pianist. Was a pianist."

      Her eyes widen. "I'm so sorry."

      "She's not dead. Just retired."

      Not willingly, but we won't go into that. I don't want or need her pity. Neither does Mom. I have an entire medical team working around the clock with her, ensuring she receives the best possible care. They’re checking in with Alice in my absence since Kip’s as reliable as single-ply toilet paper, and so far, the daily report has been positive, as usual.

      "Mine's Valencia," she offers.

      Maribel Valencia. I like it.

      A little frou-frou, but not too much.

      I went to school with celebrity-type names, so it wasn’t unusual to pass a Moonflower or a Pear in the hallway. That, and my name is fucking Wolf.

      "It’s a beautiful city. All of Spain is stunning really. Granada’s a bucket-list stop for me. So is Seville."

      She studies me over her cup. "You've been?"

      I shake my head. "I don't travel much, but I've seen pictures. Have you visited?"

      With the firm, there’s no such thing as a work-life balance. I don’t have time to travel for pleasure. I don’t have time to do much of anything. I live to work. Always have.

      Now she's the one shaking her head. "No, but my grandmother was born there, so I'd like to go someday. She always said it’d take your breath away in person."

      Her eyes light up briefly at the memory, and I can’t help but be jealous. All my grandparents passed before I was born apart from Kip’s mother, and Grandmother wasn’t the friendliest of creatures. She always reminded me of the witch in Hansel and Gretel.

      "So, what's so bad about your name?" she asks. "Being named after Mozart is cooler than being another Joey or Josh."

      Shit.

      "My last name is rough,” I explain, not wanting to lie. I can’t. If she asks to see my license to confirm, it’ll blow up in my face. It’s not like she’s going to look me up, anyway. There’s no way she gets service out here, either.

      "What is it? Gesundheit?"

      "Krüger."

      Her eyes go wide. "Like Freddy?"

      It's spelled differently, but I won’t share that tidbit. I've already said too much. I might as well muddy the waters a bit.

      "Yeah."

      She cringes. "That must've been rough in school. Well, if the movie was out back then."

      I laugh. "How ancient do you think I am, Marb?"

      "North of thirty and south of sixty," she answers without missing a beat.

      I wince. "Jesus."

      I never get enough sleep or apply the weird seaweed masks Alice sends, but I know I sure as hell don't look sixty.

      Maribel sets her cup down. "How old are you then?"

      "Guess."

      She doesn’t have to open her mouth for me to know I’ve made a mistake. The twinkle in her eyes says it loud and clear. "Forty?"

      Ouch. "Lower, self-esteem crusher."

      She's grinning again, her cheeks glowing a sexy shade of pink. "Based on your offense, thirty-two?"

      "Higher."

      Her eyes narrow as she looks me over. Everywhere they skim, I burn. I can only hope she doesn't notice something else rapidly expanding with heat. My dick's gone from a soft chub to full speed ahead in record time.

      Down, Pumba. Not happening.

      "Thirty-six."

      "Winner."

      Her face scrunches. "Wow, you're like, a middle schooler older than me."

      I lift my Scotch to my lips. I need to stop the bleeding from that swift and brutal reality check. "Thanks for the inventive term of measurement to make me feel absolutely decrepit."

      Her grin cuts into a full smile. "Anytime."

      "That makes you twenty-four?" I ask after I've swallowed another fiery gulp to wash down the truth.

      "Younger."

      Shit.

      She's a baby. Life hasn't even shit in her heart yet, and here I am fantasizing about fucking her. I need help.

      "Twenty?" I dare, throwing it out there despite the wine she's sipping. She doesn't look like someone who follows the law. Then again, what do I know? Punching an old man in the face is a universal nope.

      "Higher."

      Oh, thank God.

      Every year counts in this scenario.

      "Twenty-one?"

      "Higher."

      "Twenty-two?"

      "Bingo."

      I laugh outwardly, but inside, I'm cringing like a motherfucker. My early twenties feel like a lifetime ago. She’s barely older than Alice, for Christ’s sake. "You really are an infant."

      "Whatever you say, grandpa."

      "I'm vintage; get it right. And you haven't even started the fun yet. Wait for it. Life is going to run you ragged like the rest of us."

      When I was her age, I still thought I was above it all. The family name. The responsibilities. Some fucking joke that was. Once I went through undergrad and entered law school, the real shitshow started. It didn’t reach an apex until I started working with my old man.

      She doesn't laugh like I expect.

      "I hope it won't," she mutters, reaching for her wine again. "I need a break.”

      It's a casual comment to the ear, but I see something more in her eyes. Tiredness. An understanding.

      A sign maybe I've misjudged the woman across from me.
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      "You should sleep on the bench," Maribel says, peering out the window by the door. "It's pouring."

      I know as much without looking.

      Rain has pummeled the camper in a constant backdrop over the last few hours. It’s louder in here than in the van, pinging around the metal space endlessly.

      "It's fine," I reassure. The bench is the last place she wants me and the last place I need to be. Even if I’m bound to freeze my ass off all night wet in a sleeping bag, it’s better than staying in here. “I can handle a little rain.”

      Tonight’s impromptu chat was much-needed, but there's still an unspoken strain between us—an undercurrent zinging from both directions. It hasn’t felt like two new friends trading casual tidbits. The tension's thick enough to taste, and I swear both of us are hanging on the end of each sentence like it might come with a throwing knife aimed our way.

      “It’s a lot of rain, and it’s cold outside,” she disputes, tossing her damp hair over one shoulder. “You’ll catch pneumonia.”

      “You can’t get pneumonia from the cold.”

      “Tell that to William Henry Harrison,” she mutters, lifting her cup to her lips. It’s her third serving of wine, and she’s starting to look flushed beyond her normal rosy hue.

      Between the glint in her eyes and the way she keeps tonguing the rim of her plastic cup, I’m ready to hurl myself out into the mud to stop, drop, and roll.

      “Oh, look at you, the Jill of all trades,” I tease. “You’re a presidential historian as well as an amateur hair colorist?”

      She turns from the window to smile sweetly at me. “That depends. Are you a stubborn jackass with a death wish as well as a condescending asshole?”

      I shrug. “I can be. And he didn’t die from the cold.”

      The ninth president is one of many figures I know too much about. History is a subject I take pleasure reading about in disgusting detail. With the hobby comes a body of knowledge worthy of a stint on Jeopardy or a top prize at a bar’s trivia night, at the very least.

      “He gave a long-winded Inaugural address in frigid temperatures causing a cold, which later worsened into pneumonia. So yes, the cold caused it.” She holds up a hand as she speaks, ticking off her points one by one by tapping her index finger against her thumb.

      “He went to sleep on inauguration night with a cold, so no, the temperature didn’t cause it. A cold takes twenty-four to seventy-two hours to incubate and is a virus, not a weather-related phenomenon.”

      “It weakens your body, like alcohol,” Maribel fires back.

      I smile at the tipsy tyrant, who’s only growing more riled by the second. “Some of us drink in moderation. You’ll learn it in time, Marble. You’re still maturing.”

      “Would you stop calling me a fucking marble?” she snaps, hiccupping. “Maribel. M-a-r-i-b-e-l.”

      She steps away from the window and attempts to hop onto the counter to sit again.

      Attempts being the key word.

      Instead of jumping onto the bright blue tile, she nails her hip on the corner before staggering back to land on her feet, one of which rolls awkwardly to the side.

      I cringe, registering the pain before she does.

      Living in a city where more women misjudge their ability to run in heels than anywhere else in the world, I’d know a twisted ankle anywhere. My drinking buddy just learned the hard way how much one sucks.

      Her eyes pop wide, and she looks down at her bent limb in slow motion before howling in pain.

      Nibble and I are by her side in an instant, me trying to prop her against the cabinet to examine her foot while the dog licks the wine sloshed all over her front. It gets to the point I’m battling the dog for room, so I shoo it away and hike the drunkard onto the counter, setting her down with her legs dangling over the edge.

      Gently, I lift the afflicted limb at the calf, balancing it on the wrist of my injured hand that’s more like a stump now than a useful set of digits. “May I?”

      She nods, tears brimming.

      I roll the flannel leg of her pants up to her knee, earning a hiss of pain.

      Sure enough, her ankle’s starting to swell.

      “Sorry, I didn’t shave,” she mumbles.

      “A little fuzz never killed me,” I mutter, running my fingers over the joint and skimming the prickly flesh. “Got any ice, peach?”

      Stupid question, Wolf. We’re in a fucking camper. Not a Hilton.

      She shakes her head. “No freezer.”

      “Well, shit.” I look around, coming up short on solutions. The camper is mainly knickknacks and built-ins, with a daisy clock and camping sayings scrawled on placards dotting the blue walls. Aside from the bed, bench, mini fridge, and cabinet, it’s a bare-bones setup. “Let’s get you over to the bed. Remember: RICE. Rest. Ice. Compression. Elevation. If it’s still rough in the morning, we’ll head to the hospital to get x-rays.”

      Deep down, the selfish asshole in me hopes it’s a fracture, so she has to cut her stay short. While the wild woman is fun to poke and fantasize about, I might wind up with the first fatal case of blue balls if we stick this time out together.

      “I need to brush my teeth first,” she protests, pushing off the counter.

      I catch her by the waist, saving her ankle at the last second. “Easy, Wonder Woman! You can’t go hopping around on that ankle. You don’t know if you broke it.”

      “Like your hand?” she asks in a mocking tone.

      “My hand isn’t broken,” I maintain, though it very well could be with how it’s throbbing nonstop. I’m sure some orthopedist is going to rip into me for delaying treatment in the future.

      My right arm does most of the work, anchoring her body against mine. Her tits are smashed to my chest, the studded buds of her nipples obvious.

      At the realization, I lower her slowly until she’s standing on one foot like a flamingo. I keep my good hand hovering close by for support if needed, not wanting to crowd her.

      As she straightens, she looks up at me, her blue-green eyes searching my face. This is where I’m supposed to most definitely not notice how beautiful she is, but I do. I take in the tiny freckles smattered under her eyes and across her nose. The stubborn tilt to her lips.

      Without warning, she slides an arm around my neck and pulls me toward her to plant a chaste kiss on my lips.

      Is this a thank you?

      If it is, it’s the weirdest fucking thank you I’ve ever received.

      Every muscle in my body clamps down at the contact, no matter how innocent it may be. Even with two pours of Scotch in me, I know this is wrong.

      Maribel is only twenty-two. She doesn't know who she is yet, where she's going, or who I am for that matter. This is the last thing we should be doing.

      But that message is growing fuzzier by the second with her mouth on mine.

      She slides the tip of her tongue along my lower lip, coaxing mine apart.

      Hot damn.

      This is not a thank you.

      Abort. Abort.

      I should pull away, but I don’t. I’m a weak man, offering no resistance and opening my mouth. I'm rewarded with her sinfully sweet tongue. With it, any bit of restraint I have evaporates, replaced with insatiable hunger.

      The effect is devastating.

      I lift her onto the counter, where her ass lands with a thud, and it’s game on.

      She’s more direct with her intentions, scooting forward to position me between her legs, hooking her uninjured ankle around my thigh to reel me in.

      Here, I’m hiding nothing, my erection pressing flush against the heat between her thighs. She lets out a little gasp at the contact before gripping me through my jeans. I don’t think, I react, pressing into her palm.

      Arching against me, she moans into my mouth.

      She’s so damn sweet.

      Sweet and heady and fruity.

      Like wine.

      She’s drunk, and I’m close at her heels.

      We shouldn’t be doing this. Not now. Not ever.

      I pull my mouth from hers, but she hauls me back in, grabbing frantically at my shoulders.

      “Fuck me, Wolf. Please. Right here.” She says the words against my lips, and my blood runs cold.

      I pry her limbs off and step back, leaving both of us breathless and dazed. Even the dog seems confused from his spot by the door. The giant pervert was watching the whole time. I know it.

      “We need to get you to bed,” I say.

      And I need to get the hell out of here.

      “No, it’s okay. We can do it here on the counter.” She reaches for the drawstring of her pajama bottoms, but I brush her hands away.

      “Maribel, stop.”

      Her throat bobs with a swallow before her eyes slowly rise to mine. “What’s wrong with me?”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “Nothing’s wrong with you, but we can’t do this. I need to take care of that ankle.”

      “Take care of it afterward. Take care of me now. Please. I want this. You want this too. I know you do.”

      More than anything.

      But I can’t have it.

      She’s twenty-two.

      “No.”

      “Do you think I’m gross?” she asks, running her hands over the front of her sweatshirt.

      At first, I think she’s tracing the wine spilled across the front, but then her fingers hook around the hem, and she pulls it over her head. I try to stop her, but the shirt is already gone, tossed to the floor as she sits topless on the counter.

      It’s like Christmas, my birthday, and heaven rolled all into one. Every fiber of me wants to reach out and take one of the pierced buds in my mouth, to suck and fuck this woman until we’re both so exhausted, we can’t bicker or move another muscle, but I bend down and snatch her sweatshirt from the floor and toss it at her instead.

      “Put on your clothes, Maribel.”

      I give her a moment, and when I look back to see if she’s dressed, she has the top clutched to her chest, her lower lip quivering.

      “Oh, shit. Marble, I didn’t…”

      But it’s too late.

      A sob slips from her lips, and then she’s gone, launching herself to limp into the bathroom, where she slams and locks the door.
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      Growing up, I heard my mother cry at night more times than I could count.

      I’d lie awake and listen, wondering what she was so upset about. We lived more than comfortably, and she had a career she loved. She had Kip and me too, along with a full staff and countless friends, so it wasn’t like she was lonely.

      My curiosity soon switched to annoyance, figuring we weren’t enough for her. The house wasn’t. The cars. The jewelry Kip brought home “just because.” I used to wish she’d stop putting on a show, fussing over us by day and mourning what she didn’t have by night. I felt like an unwitting accomplice for a dirty secret she kept from everyone. Mainly my father.

      Monthly cries eventually became a nightly routine, and I finally asked Kip about them over breakfast one morning when we were alone. Mom was still in bed with a headache, so when the opportunity to ask presented itself, I took it.

      He didn’t seem surprised at the news, which stunned me. Here I thought I had some groundbreaking secret, and he didn’t flinch. He simply set down his coffee and said, “Some regrets last a lifetime,” before leaving the room.

      As a self-absorbed ten-year-old, I of course, interpreted myself as the regret and let Mom have it when she came down for the day. I hadn’t known then she was crying over a husband who wouldn’t know monogamy if it shit on his face or that she was in the early days of her illness, dealing with spurts of dizziness and muscle spasms. Kip said it was all in her head, and regretfully, I’d parroted those words along with that morning’s rant, sounding like the man who hurt her every chance he got.

      Looking back, it was the ultimate betrayal on Kip’s part. He’d turned the person she loved most against her, even if it was only for the briefest moment.

      She bawled, erupting into sobs right there in the foyer. Our driver, Corbin, had to carry her to her room, all while Kip slipped out the door as if nothing happened. I swore it’d be the first and only time I’d make a woman cry, and until today, I’ve honored that vow.

      It feels as terrible as I remember. The searing burn of guilt doesn’t get easier with time. It’s a pain you never grow accustomed to.

      Maribel stays tucked away in the bathroom for over an hour while I stand outside of the door, spouting anything and everything to fix it. Apologies. Compliments. Various bouts of self-degradation fishing for laughs that never come.

      None of it works.

      I’m finally able to coax her out by threatening to sleep on the porch, and even then, it’s a standoff. She won’t let me touch her as she hobbles across the camper toward the bed with her ankle hiked high, grabbing onto everything for support except for my offered hand.

      She flops on the bed, and I get to work now that I have a patient again.

      There isn’t a first aid kit, so I soak a towel in cold water and encase it in a grocery bag to form a makeshift ice pack. She stays quiet but eyes me skeptically when I prop her ankle up on a throw pillow and place the pack on the swelling. It isn’t the best setup, but it’s better than nothing.

      “Keep this elevated.”

      She doesn’t answer me.

      I retreat to the bench, waiting for her to say something.

      Anything.

      To be honest, I’m hoping she curses me out.

      But she doesn’t.

      She stares off at the wall for the longest time, refusing to acknowledge me before drifting off to sleep with her dog by her side. The hairy beast takes up most of the mattress, but it radiates heat like a furnace, so I let it stay. She needs it. Her blankets are pitifully thin.

      It isn’t until I hear faint snores coming from her that I deal with myself. Namely, the organ that’s so acquainted with my zipper I can feel the teeth along my shaft.

      I slip into the bathroom and have a go at my hand, fucking my fist in short, angry pumps.

      I shouldn’t still be hard. She was crying. In here.

      I’m a sick son of a bitch.

      I imagine her in front of me topless, begging me to fuck her again in that same raspy voice as earlier.

      In a dream world, I would. A world where there weren’t expectations and where a fourteen-year age gap wouldn’t make anyone bat an eyelash. Where the thought of fucking a twenty-two-year-old wouldn’t make me feel like a fucking monster.

      I wouldn’t hold back, knowing we’d only get one shot at it. I’d ram it home, taking her over the edge with me with no worry about tomorrow or what’s to come.

      I want it so bad.

      I want her so bad.

      My dick’s swollen and angry, the head darkening and demanding release. My balls tighten with every thrust, but I’m not quite there, the orgasm out of reach.

      I want her to ride me, to roll her body as she did with the hula hoop, her hands high and threaded in her hair while she takes me to paradise.

      I’d enjoy the show, pounding up into her whenever she slowed in a push and pull like no other until we were both so exhausted, we’d beg the other to come first, too stubborn to fold.

      It turns out I’m first, exploding at the thought.
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      I stay in the camper for the night, lying alone on the bench with a throw blanket until the dog decides to join. It’s a small seat, with barely enough room for me, but once the dog hops on my legs, I’m pancaked, and he makes both of us fit.

      I could kick it off, but it’s freezing in here, and I’m still somewhat damp, so I suffer through the crushing weight and dog funk for the added warmth. The fat, fluffy bastard is like an electric blanket.

      There are worse fates to be had.

      I could be soaking wet, huddled up in the van right now. Or I could be in a jail cell, waiting for Kip to bail me out in the morning with a smile on his face. No matter how bad it gets out here, it won’t ever be worse than giving him that kind of satisfaction.

      I nod off at some point, only to be stirred awake almost as quickly. I expect it to be my phone again like the other night, but it’s not.

      It’s Maribel.

      She’s mumbling in her sleep, thrashing around the bed a few feet away. I can’t see her, but I hear the blankets rustling.

      “Marb?” I call. “Are you okay?”

      Nothing.

      I shimmy my legs to rouse the dog. “Get down, Cujo. Your friend is having a nightmare. Go lick her.”

      The oversized hairball groans at first but slowly slides off my legs to sulk across the dark camper. Unfortunately, it’s in the opposite direction of the bed. It crop-dusts the entire way too, leaving me gagging.

      “You nasty fuck.”

      I sit up and crane my neck as far away from the dog gas as possible, swearing under my breath when my back seizes up. Some lucky chiropractor is going to make out like a bandit by the end of this stay.

      “Mm. No. Don’t.”

      “Don’t what?” I ask, fanning the air. “Are you good over there?”

      She doesn’t answer, still murmuring nonsense in her sleep.

      Carefully, I make my way through the dark to the bed, giving her arm a gentle shake. “Marble?”

      She stirs amongst the blankets but doesn’t say anything, her ankle still propped high. I can barely make out her form, but every other limb is splayed wide like a starfish. I can’t say I’m surprised she’s a bed hog, though I am impressed. She’s barely five feet tall and she’s found a way to take up most of the full-size space.

      “Hey, you’re having a bad dream,” I say, nudging her elbow and stepping back to maintain an arm’s length of distance.

      After the last time I surprised her, I’m not taking any chances. Injured or not, I know she could jack me up. She’s scrappy and small, like a honey badger with tits.

      The only response I get is a muffled whine as she stuffs her face into the pillow. It takes a minute, but she soon falls quiet, seemingly saved from her night terror.

      I head back to the bench, eating a faceful of dog farts in the process, but Sleepy Beauty starts her shit again, rocking from side to side like she’s on a waterbed mid-earthquake.

      This needs to stop.

      Not only because she’s clearly having a nightmare, but because I can’t sleep listening to her one-woman horror show. Even the rain doesn’t muffle it.

      I pad back to her bedside, finding her curled onto her side, her body contorted. Her back is to me, but she’s still making strange sounds in her sleep, a mixture of whimpers, moans, and swears.

      Tentatively, I reach out, stroking her shoulder with the backs of my fingers. The muscles are wound impossibly tight beneath the blankets. “Shh. Relax, Marb. It’s a dream.”

      I don’t want to touch her, but the slow and steady slide of my fingers seems to calm her, quieting the murmurs.

      “Hey dog, come here,” I whisper-call, looking back over my shoulder for the dog. “Nibble, right? Nibble, come here.”

      Maybe having the dog snoring next to her again will stave off the bad dreams. I’m willing to part with the heat if it means peace and quiet.

      But the dog doesn’t come ambling over. He starts licking himself.

      Incessantly.

      Lap. Lap. Lap.

      I’m not sure where he’s licking, but he’s really going to town on himself.

      I try again, adding a little whistle. “Nibble!”

      Lap. Lap. Lap.

      “Nibble,” I repeat, trying to mimic Maribel’s voice. “Come here, Nibble.”

      The damn dog’s name shouldn’t be Nibble. He’s the size of a bear. He should be Chomp.

      Lap. Lap. Lap.

      Well, there goes my hope of using him as a stand-in teddy bear.

      “If you keep licking it, it’ll fall off,” I warn.

      Lap. Lap. Lap.

      Like he gives a damn. One of the two of us can lick our own dick, and it clearly isn’t me. He’ll probably be there all night.

      Maribel’s silent through the tongue bathing, lying peacefully as I rub her back. I try to lift my hand away, but she mumbles out in protest, and back I go to rubbing her, maintaining the rhythm.

      Great. I’ve created a monster.

      “Cuddle with me,” she murmurs, nestling into her pillow. “I’m so cold.”

      I squint over my shoulder into the darkness. “Nibble, come here.”

      “Not the dog. You. You won’t fart in my bed.”

      Nope. Not happening, Satan. I can resist this temptation.

      I pull my hand from her back now that it’s clear she’s awake. “Everyone farts.”

      “You won’t.”

      Am I really discussing this with another adult in the middle of the night?

      Yes, yes, I am.

      Maybe I’m tipsy. Maybe I’m high on dog gas fumes. Who the hell knows anymore? I’ve lost control of my life.

      “How do you know?” I ask, entertaining her. I might as well have fun with this.

      “Because I’ll kick your ass out of here.”

      I laugh. “Fair enough.”

      She grunts and smacks at the mattress next to her. “Let’s go, Wolfie. I’m a bitch when I don’t get enough sleep.”

      I remain standing, though it’s getting harder to keep my eyes open. I think I’m swaying too, jerking upright every so often. “You haven’t slept since I got here, huh?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You tried.”

      She scoffs. “I tried to scratch an itch.”

      “You touched my penis.” More like grabbed, but I don’t care about semantics. I’m too tired. She needs to roll over and go to sleep already.

      “You rubbed it against my clit.”

      I did, and I’d rather not remember how good it felt to be between her legs. Or how she tasted. Or how she fit in my arms.

      I shake it off. “Watch your mouth, Marb. The dog is in here. Don’t corrupt him.”

      “He watched you do it.”

      The bastard did, and I’m still kind of creeped out over it. He’s probably watching us now, still licking himself.

      “I’m going to bed,” I announce.

      I’ve had enough fun for tonight. I’m cold, and it’s time to sleep.

      “Climb in.”

      “No, I’m sleeping on the bench.”

      The cramped, stiff bench reeking of dog and dog ass. My back and sinuses practically cry out at the thought.

      Tomorrow, I’m building a better nest in the back of the van. I might run to town for supplies for the job too. I’m also buying an air freshener for in here.

      “All right. Leave the injured woman to freeze. I see how it is.”

      “You’re not freezing.”

      Her back was reasonably warm in her little blanket bubble. Way warmer than I am. The camper’s not as bad as the van, but it desperately needs a space heater.

      Something else to add to the shopping list.

      “You’re not a gentleman,” she grumbles.

      “Never claimed I was.” I stretch my arms high, forgetting I’m in the camper, and smack both hands into the roof with a thud.

      My reaction is one of many swears while Maribel laughs maniacally under the covers.

      I glare down at her through the darkness. Even if she can’t see me, I hope she feels the burn. “You’re an asshole when you’re drunk, you know that?”

      “I’m not drunk,” she protests, indeed sounding sober instead of like the slurred sailor from earlier.

      “Anymore, maybe. But that just means you’re an asshole in general.”

      “So are you. Let’s be assholes together. Warm assholes.”

      I run my hands over my face, exhausted. “This is the stupidest fucking conversation I’ve ever had.”

      “Ditto. Now shut up and get in bed, Wolfman.”

      God, it’s going to be a long night.
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      For the first time since arriving at the camper, I wake up sweating instead of shivering.

      Sweat plasters my hair to my forehead, the blankets sticking to my pajama-clad body in a balmy cocoon. I could pass for a human hot pocket.

      Great.

      I’m probably running a fever.

      See ya soon, President Harrison. Save me a good seat.

      A heaviness pulls from behind, dipping me toward a giant crevice in the mattress, and then what’s happening clicks.

      “Nibble, off,” I mumble, reaching back and pushing at the lump. “You’re cooking me, bud.”

      He doesn’t move, remaining wedged against my backside like a wall of fire.

      Newfoundlands are walking heaters, with a thick, double coat insulating them and everything around them. While it’s handy when I’m cold, it’s currently roasting me like a duck. He’s also going to leave a pound of hair in my damn bed.

      “Down, Nibbs.”

      He holds out, ever the stubborn jackass.

      I open my eyes, only to see an arm draped across my waist.

      A man’s arm.

      Wolf’s arm.

      I recognize the veins and muscles. I couldn’t keep my eyes off them last night while he sat on the bench sipping Scotch. The guy could seriously have an OnlyFans for his arms.

      The pieces from last night are fuzzy, but they fall into place in a painstakingly clear picture that makes everything embarrassing I’ve ever done pale in comparison, including my third-grade talent show rendition of “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun.”

      Drinking together. Hurting my ankle. Kissing him.

      Begging him to fuck me.

      Crying in the bathroom.

      Oh, dear God.

      “Relax.”

      I jump at the sound of his voice.

      “What are you doing?” I hiss.

      “You had a nightmare.”

      “So, you climbed into bed with me?”

      “I was rubbing your back, but then you demanded I cuddle you, so I obliged. We didn’t do anything. Chill.”

      Because he doesn’t find me attractive. He made that abundantly clear. Talk about a blow to the ego for the ages. I can’t even pull a guy knocking on forty’s door.

      “How’s the ankle, daredevil?” he asks.

      I wiggle my foot from side to side, expecting pain, but there’s nothing. “Fine.”

      “And the head?”

      “Excruciating.”

      I close my eyes, willing the pounding to stop.

      I didn’t mean to drink so much last night, but I didn’t want our time together to end, as stupid as it sounds. I kept refilling my drink, hanging on his every word. Not only was it nice to have someone to talk to, but Wolf’s genuinely funny, and dare I say it, interesting when he’s not a miserable grump.

      He sits up, sending my stomach topsy-turvy as the mattress dips and lifts. “Do you have ibuprofen in here?”

      “No.”

      I’m kicking myself for not grabbing some at the store before heading out here. It’s going to be a long, miserable, hungover day. And it’s a wine hangover, so I might as well draw up a will now.

      “I have some in the van. I’ll be right back.”

      His words might as well be angels singing in my ears.

      While I lie back, staring at the ceiling and begging God to take me out of my misery, Wolf ventures outside before going to the bathroom, where I can hear every action with supersonic hangover hearing as he brushes his teeth, washes his face, and takes the world’s longest pee.

      I have to pee too, but I don’t know how I’ll get in there.

      My head has its own heartbeat, as do each of my eyeballs, ears, and cheeks. Now my bladder too.

      I’ve never been this hungover in my life. Everything hurts. I don’t know if I want to cry, scream, throw up, or do everything at once.

      The sink sounds again, followed by the pump of the soap dispenser, and then splashing that has my legs crossing.

      Do not think of water. Do not think of water.

      Soon heavy steps sound across the camper, and a pill bottle jingles.

      “Open wide.”

      I crack open an eye. “Is it arsenic?”

      He has two rust-colored pills between his fingers. “Sorry, I was fresh out. Ibuprofen will have to do.”

      In his other hand, he shakes an Advil bottle from side to side.

      I open my lips, and he pops the pills in my mouth before passing me a water bottle he’d had tucked under his arm. I take a sip and try to hand it back to him, but he pushes it toward me.

      “Drink more than that. Your body needs fluids. You’re as dry as a raisin.”

      I wasn’t last night, but I let the quip die on my tongue. No need to bring up the humiliation. I’ll need more than ibuprofen to repair the gaping hole on my psyche.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” he announces.

      I finish taking another sip. “Die?”

      “No. I’m going to bring you some cashews to gobble down, then you’re going to brush your teeth and shower, so you feel like a human again.”

      I frown. “Is that your way of telling me I stink?”

      His nose scrunches as he backs away. “Mainly your breath.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re fermenting more wine in there, Moonshine Marble.”

      “I don’t like you.”

      He turns to leave, whistling for Nibble, who follows him like the turncoat he is toward the camper door. “That’s not what you said last night.”
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      “Where are you headed?”

      I don’t stop to chat, continuing toward the trail with Nibble. “The lake.”

      Wolf’s once again lounging on the roof of his van, soaking up the afternoon sun. I think he does it because it gives him a false sense of security, but bears could easily climb the vehicle. Honestly, they’re more likely to investigate what he’s doing up there than if he sat on the deck like a normal person.

      “On a bum ankle?”

      “It’s fine.”

      For the most part, there’s no trace of last night’s tumble. The only real lingering pain is on my pride. Then, of course, there’s the hangover headache throbbing to the beat of “Staying Alive” in my eardrums.

      “You can outrun a bear on it?”

      I smooth my ponytail over one shoulder, writing the wild waves off as a lost cause. “I’ll find out if the situation presents itself.”

      I couldn’t outrun a bear with a perfectly healthy ankle, not that I’d try to. Running only makes you look like prey. You’re supposed to face them down, look as big as possible, and if all else fails, shoot them in the face with bear spray. Luckily, I didn’t have to do any of that with the only one I’ve seen so far, an overly curious chubster by the lake. It only wanted a closer look at me and Nibble swimming before running off.

      I did, however, spray an unsuspecting Wolf.

      A smirk tugs at my lips.

      “Do you need help?”

      I jump.

      He sounds closer. Much closer.

      I turn, spying him walking toward us, dressed in yet another pair of jeans and a T-shirt. It’s inching toward eighty degrees, so he could get away with shorts if he wanted, but looking at him, he doesn’t seem like a shorts kind of guy. I’m not complaining, either. His jeans always fit him well. He makes finding a good pair look easy. No saggy crotches or diaper asses in sight.

      Shaking my head, I continue on, not waiting for him. “No.”

      I appreciate his offer, but I’m not big on the whole treat women like they’re made of porcelain thing. I have helicopter parents. I don’t need a helicopter hiking buddy.

      “Let me rephrase that. Do you want help?”

      “With what? I can walk.” I march to the path to demonstrate the point, letting Nibble lead the way with his latest favorite toy—a drool-coated tree limb.

      “I can carry you if you’d like.”

      I snort. “I think I can manage, Schwarzenwolfer.”

      The last thing I want is my body draped around his. I’m still mortified I sucked his face off last night. Yes, he kissed me back, but it’s not like I gave him much choice. I coiled around him like a snake, and he met me, move for move. If he wanted to breathe, he pretty much had to kiss me.

      And now I’m thinking of kissing him again.

      Ugh.

      “I could also entertain you in your travels,” he offers.

      Pft. Already did that. Thanks for the tongue.

      “The woods and Nibbs are entertaining enough, thank you. But you’re welcome to come along if that’s what you’re after. I don’t mind your company.”

      Would I rather he stays at the van while I swim off this pent-up heat and hangover? Absolutely. But the more time I spend around him, the less room there is for intrigue. That’s all this attraction is. He’s nothing more than a shiny new toy, and I’m a squirrel-brained, sex-starved harlot with a hole to fill.

      At least that’s what I’ll keep telling myself until my lady parts get the memo.

      His laughter skitters down the trail, nipping at my nerves. “I know you don’t, Marb.”

      ***

      The lake is only a mile walk from the camper, but the winding, wooded path is bumpy, overgrown, and not at all short-person friendly. Sections requiring me to jump from rock to rock are effortless for Wolf, leaving him right on my heels, watching every struggle. I swear I can feel the silent mocking on my backside.

      At the first hint of water sparkling through the trees, I pick up the pace, following Nibble, who’s already taken off in a rolling gallop, his furry tail flopping high in the air. He’s confined to a leash at the farm, so he doesn’t use any chickens as chew toys, but out here, he’s free. Seeing him like this has only hammered home I made the right choice in leaving Greenwich. He’s thriving as much as I am, even if I have to work like hell to carve out a life for us.

      “Tree!” I warn.

      A fallen pine rests across the trail from last night’s storm, the skinny sapling too battered and patchy to hold its own through the heavy rains. Nibble hops over it with all the grace of an elephant in roller-skates, and I don’t fare much better behind him. My right sneaker catches a branch, and I almost go headfirst into the dirt, but a hand hooks my elbow from behind, catching me.

      “Thanks.”

      That’s what I get for trying to be Nature Nelly with the legs of a corgi.

      Wolf keeps his hand hooked in my elbow until I’m straightened and sturdy, then steps over the tree trunk like it’s nothing. “How did you find out about the lake? This path isn’t marked.”

      “Desi told me about it on the ride over,” I explain, brushing a streak of dirt off my thigh before resuming along the path. “It took a while to find it at first, but now that I’ve walked here every day, I’m a pro.”

      That isn’t a totally accurate description.

      It took eight hours of wandering, half of which were spent bawling out of sheer frustration until I heard ducks, clueing me in on the lake’s location. I wasn’t far off—only a few hundred yards, but in the ultra-thick forest, it might as well have been miles.

      “Did you grow up somewhere like this?”

      I choke on a laugh. The only wooded area I’d been in prior to coming to the Poconos was my mother’s cedar closet. It’s a sin, really. The grounds around my family’s estate are likely full of little nooks like this to explore. But, like everything else fun in life, they were off-limits. I’m surprised my parents didn’t keep me in a bubble.

      “Nope. What about you?”

      He mentioned Manhattan, but now it’s time to see how truthful he’s been. Most liars can’t keep their stories straight, so this should be telling. If I catch him in one, I’m not sure what I’d do, honestly. It’s not the best idea to confront someone when you’re alone on a wooded path, miles from civilization.

      I hold in a breath waiting for his answer, hoping he’s been honest. Not only for safety’s sake but because I genuinely like his company, even if we mix as well as oil and water most of the time.

      “I’m a city guy. The wildest I get is Central Park on a Saturday.”

      Thank God.

      I grin over my shoulder at him. “Welcome to the wild then, Wolfie.”
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      It takes too damn long to descend to the lake, with Wolf on my tail every step of the way. After the tree-crossing incident, I’m not taking any chances, so I walk slower than usual.

      Nibble’s already having the time of his life when our shoes hit the graveled sand, bouncing along the water’s edge, whining at a lone cluster of ducks in the distance.

      “Go on,” I say, waving.

      Not needing to hear another word, the massive oaf divebombs forward. His giant feet smack at the water, splashing wildly. His tail soon joins in, acting as a rudder while he cruises towards the small flock of birds.

      “This is huge,” Wolf says, shielding his eyes from the sun as it takes it all in. “What’s that over there?”

      “I think it’s a hunting lodge.”

      I don’t need to look to know he’s talking about the enormous wooden cabin at the far end of the lake. Outfitted with countless windows and standing at least three stories high, it’s too big to be a regular vacation rental. It has its own dock and a canoe rack, but I haven’t seen anyone around.

      I reach for the waistband of my shorts, and Wolf jumps back. “What are you doing?”

      “Swimming?”

      He looks at me like I told him I’m Liberace. “What? In here?”

      “No, in the sand. Of course, in here!”

      I kick my shoes off and then my socks before tugging my shorts down.

      Usually, I’d be more attached to my clothing around a stranger, but Wolf’s already seen all of me, so off it comes, piece by piece. It’s too damn hot, and I’m too hungover to waste away on the shoreline cooking. If he doesn’t like my body, tough tomatoes. I’m short, my butt jiggles, and I don’t have double-Ds to keep me afloat, but I make do.

      My bikini is hardly scandalous, anyway, with the high-cut top keeping everything a secret. The bottom’s just as innocent, with a brief cut keeping my cheeks under wraps.

      “You can’t swim in a lake.”

      I laugh, tugging my shirt over my head. “Yes, I can. It’s spring water. It’s cleaner than the tap water you drink in the city.”

      “No, it’s loaded with goose shit.”

      “Those are ducks out there, and no, it’s not. Live a little, Wolfie.”

      “I hate when you call me that.”

      I shrug, folding my clothes and placing them in a neat pile before wading in, leaving Wolf staring, baffled on the bank.

      The water’s freezing, stealing my breath as it creeps up my legs the farther I walk in, but compared to the muggy afternoon air, it’s paradise.

      “You should come in,” I call, turning to study him up on shore. “You might melt.”

      “I’m fine. I’d rather not wind up with a brain-eating amoeba.”

      “You’re such a damn killjoy. Live a little.”

      “Exactly. Live. See, I’m doing that. You’re the one risking becoming a news story.”

      “Oh, and you’re not right now? Lame New Yorker refuses to swim, causing heatstroke.”

      “I won’t have a heatstroke.”

      I rub some water on my arms, shivering at its bite. “So says the man in jeans and boots. You’re out here looking like Smokey the Bear with swamp ass.”

      “Excuse me, but this is proper hiking attire, Miss Booty Shorts.”

      “I think you’re going for more of the cowboy look,” I tease, knowing damn-well my shorts aren’t booty shorts. They’re just not those god-awful, high-waisted mom ones that are in style.

      “Enjoy your duck poop water.”

      I roll my eyes and wade out deeper. “Suit yourself, Wolfie.

      Nibble’s on his way back now, having successfully chased off the ducks.

      “Don’t go out so far, Marb. I don’t want to have to jump in and save you.”

      I hold my middle finger high and swim until I’m over my head out of spite.

      I might’ve spent most of my childhood under lock and key, but we had an indoor pool, and I was obsessed with playing mermaids with my nanny, so I’m practically half-fish.

      There’s crunching gravel back onshore.

      Instinctively, I turn around, seeing Wolf stripping down. He pulls his shirt off first, revealing his broad chest again. Then his jeans go south until he’s only in boxer briefs, Calvin Klein etched into the waistband. His shoes and socks are already to the side, his clothes soon folded and set beside them.

      He eyes the rope swing far to the left I’ve ignored, not wanting to bust my ass alone out here in the wilderness. He’s braver to a fault, making the unfortunate decision to hop in without testing the water and easing into it. Hauling the rope back, he swings, only to pay dearly once he lets go and hits the water.

      He sputters to the surface, gasping for air. "Holy hell! It’s freezing! How are you swimming in this?"

      "With my arms and legs," I deadpan.

      I can feel his eye roll from here before he starts swimming my way, slowly. "This is fucking terrible."

      "It's refreshing."

      "It stinks."

      I shoot him a glare. "It does not."

      The water's woodsy to the nose, beating out the overchlorinated kid pee I've swam in at the country club in the past.

      He makes it to my side with some struggle, choosing to walk rather than swim, his arms wrapped around himself while he rubs at his arms. "This water is too deep for you, Marb. Go closer to shore."

      "What are you, Baywatch now? Relax, Hasselwolf "

      "No, I'm concerned, and stop making up nicknames for me. What are you, seven?"

      "You're something, all right."

      A pain in my ass.

      His whining is throwing off my Zen. Being shirtless and looking delectable in the water isn't helping things, either.

      "Don't make me drag you."

      I take him up on the challenge and start paddling out deeper, only to have strong arms clamp around my waist and haul me high, planting me on his muscled shoulder, squealing.

      Nibble barks at the excitement, still on his way to us with his paws spanking the water.

      I expect Wolf to set me down in the shallows, but he doesn't. Instead, he tickles my sides before tossing me like a beanbag.

      I land as gracelessly as one could, kicking back to my feet to stand in chest-deep water. "You… you turkey!"

      Call me crazy, but I didn't think the man had a playful bone in his body. Now he's acting like an overgrown bully.

      "Turkey?" He laughs, shaking his head and sending water droplets flying. "I'd think I'm a duck now that I'm swimming in their excrement."

      "Would you stop? You're ruining the mood."

      He's closer now, less than an arm's length away. "What mood?"

      "My mood," I bite out, ignoring how he's fixated on my lips.

      Nope. Not falling for it. I'll try to kiss him, and he'll dunk me under the water. I’ve seen the move too many times. He’s not as slick as he thinks he is.

      "You're always in a bad mood."

      "Pot, meet kettle."

      He walks closer. "Wolf, meet Marble."

      I hold out a hand in greeting. "Nice to meet you, Wolfie."

      "It's Wolf." His voice is all gravelly and grouchy again. If he ever talked that way in my ear, I’d be a goner.

      I bite my lip to keep from smiling. "It's Maribel."

      "Touché."

      His eyes drop to my mouth again. "You're a lot to handle, you know that?"

      Shrugging, I tighten the band around my ponytail. "Get used to it. We've got more than two weeks left together."

      On my part it shouldn't be too bad, but Wolf makes it known how he feels about me every chance he gets. He broadcasts his opinions loud and clear about everything.

      I bet he’s a hit at parties.

      Not.

      “Don't remind me." Yet again, he doesn’t try to hide it.

      Asshole.

      I roll my eyes. "I know, you detest my very presence. I'm such a child. I'm so young and inexperienced, and—"

      "Shut up, Marble."

      "Excuse me?" I’m getting so sick and tired of this guy’s hot and cold…

      "You don’t feel anything between us? Anything at all?"

      "What?" I’m not sure if I heard him right, but my heart’s already slamming against my ribs.

      "I don't know what's wrong with me,” he says, trailing off and shaking his head. "Forget it. Forget I said anything."

      Oh, hell no.

      He's not shutting down on me now. I'm not going to sit here and die of embarrassment for begging him to screw me on a counter when he wanted to do it too.

      Props to him for being man enough to shoot me down when I was drunk, but we're both stone-cold sober now. No excuses.

      Besides, he might actually kiss like a fish and ruin the fantasy I cooked up in my head. Then I can stop leering after him like a heartsick teenager.

      "You have an overwhelming need to maul me?" I finish for him. "And you haven't stopped thinking about fighting and fucking since you walked into my camper and got an eyeful of bear spray? Me too. Now put up or shut up, Wolfie.”
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      You're always warned not to poke the bear, but no one ever mentions poking the Wolf.

      I find out what happens when you do as he hauls me in, bringing our mouths together.

      I have grainy memories of last night, but I don't remember any of this. Not the searing ownership of his mouth or the passion and skill of his tongue. This is unlike any kiss I've ever had, blowing all former suitors out of the water by a mile.

      Wolf dominates all my senses, sinking his fingers in my hair and anchoring me to him, kneading at my scalp while he works my mouth, claiming me. I feel him everywhere, surging through my veins.

      Cupping his face, I enjoy the ride, memorizing every detail with my hands. He's so different from me. Stubbled. Hard. Mature. Experienced.

      God, is he experienced.

      The spells this man is casting on my body should be illegal.

      Heat pools between my thighs, the energy pulsing where I want him most.

      This wasn't supposed to happen.

      I was supposed to kiss him, feel nothing, and call it a day.

      But I feel everything.

      Every brush of his lips. Every swirl of his tongue. Every gentle nip of his teeth on my lip when I try to lead. There's no mistaking who's in charge here, and for once, I don't mind someone telling me what to do.

      Just when I think it can't get any better, I'm weightless, my legs finding a home around his waist where an obvious erection stabs at my core. Mere millimeters of fabric keep us apart, a frustrating barrier that practically leaves me howling against him.

      "I have an implant."

      He stops kissing me at once. "A what?"

      "An implant," I repeat.

      "Marble, I don't give a fuck if they're real or fake. They're perfect."

      I cackle, rocking against his hardness in a way that doesn't have me laughing for long. Shaking my head, I dig my fingers into his shoulders, rolling my hips against his. "No, those are real. I meant a birth control implant."

      His eyes go skyward. "Don't fucking tell me that."

      I grin. "Why? I'm clean. I was tested last year, and I haven't been with anyone since. Don't you dare make fun of me for it either."

      "Really?"

      I splash him. "I said, don't make fun of me, twerp."

      I'm well aware most people my age are living it up in the sheets. I don't need yet another reminder my vagina's been drier than the Sahara. I've been too focused on other things, like earning enough money to eat and pay my rent. I practically forgot I had genitals until this growly bastard wandered into my camper looking like a DILF.

      "I'm not making fun of you. I'm surprised, that's all."

      "Well, what about you, big guy?" I ask, nudging him. "When's the last time you got a Wolfie red rocket?"

      He winces. "Don't call it that."

      I snicker to myself. "Well?"

      "It's been two years, so don't give me any shit."

      "Oof," I say, cringing. "And your last test?"

      "At my yearly checkup in March."

      I guide his hand to my inner arm, using my legs to stay against him in the water. "See? Implant. Feels like a match."

      His nose scrunches as I run his fingers over it. "That's unsettling. Can you feel it?"

      "If I touch it," I say, shrugging. "I call it my microchip. It's built-in birth control for a few years. I got this baby installed last August, so she's still got plenty of life left in her."

      He sucks in a deep breath. "We can't have sex out here."

      "Why? Afraid of shrinkage?" I ask, slipping a hand between us to grip his very erect penis. “Because that’s not an issue.”

      "Someone will see."

      "Who? Woody Woodpecker?"

      "The dog, for one," he mutters, gesturing at Nibble happily paddling around us in wide circles. "And we need to talk about this first."

      "Talk?"

      "Yes, talk. Adults talk before they have sex, Maribel."

      "Or they let things happen naturally and figure out the rest later."

      "Which leads to hurt feelings and expectations."

      I roll my eyes. "Listen, Wolf. My only expectation is to have you fuck my brains out, so I can stop thinking about your dick being buried inside of me twenty-four seven."

      "I'm going to regret this," he says, swearing under his breath before hiking me onto his shoulder in a fireman's carry.

      "What are you doing?"

      He turns and starts toward the shore, giving me a dizzying view of the lake and greenery. "Giving you what you asked for."

      My insides quake at the news, but I'm confused as all hell. "Where? I don't want sand and gravel in my ass."

      "Stop whining before I put my dick in your mouth."

      Is it wrong my first instinct is to say yes, please?

      Who and I, and where did every ounce of shyness go in my body?

      I ponder its whereabouts while he sloshes out of the water and heads toward the tree line.

      "Where are we going?"

      "Somewhere with a little more privacy, so our friends at the cabin don’t get a show."

      "No one's there," I argue.

      He swats a hand over my ass. "I'm not taking any chances."

      "Performance anxiety?"

      "No, I don't share."

      At that, he sets me down beside a maple, and of course, Nibble comes bounding over to join us.

      Wolf's already ten steps ahead of the dog, lifting a stick. Nibble stops dead in his tracks, waiting, and takes off in a dead sprint toward the water as soon as Wolf tosses it, hurling it far into the water. A few seconds later, there's the massive splash of Nibble, followed by his heavy strokes.

      "There, now we have some space for a minute."

      His hand hikes my top up, exposing my breasts, and then he's on me, sucking one nipple into his mouth. He's gentle at first, tentative around the metal bar, and I realize he's never been with a woman like me. I don't know why, but it sends a rush of pride through me that I'm introducing him to something instead of the other way around.

      It takes a second, but through my gasps and squirms, he seems to get the hang of it, hammering home why I got these piercings in the first place.

      My legs jelly while I cling to his waist, bowing with every slide of his tongue. He's more relentless when he switches breasts, tugging and sucking while he rolls the other between his fingers.

      I swear I'm about to come from fucking nipple play alone, but he stops abruptly, spinning me to face the tree.

      "Wolf..."

      "Bend over and grab the tree."

      "What?"

      What the hell is he doing?

      "Height difference, babe. Doesn't work out for us standing, and I'm not going to make you kneel out here. Lean forward, grip the tree, and show me that pretty pussy."

      I do as I'm told, but he still hikes me up to my tippy toes.

      My fingers barely readjust against the tree's bark before he tugs my bottoms down my thighs and plows in with one strong thrust. It’s hot and heavy, almost painful with its suddenness.

      I cry out as he pulls back and pushes forward again, rocking me against the tree when he sinks to the hilt.

      "I thought you wanted to get fucked?" he asks, almost mocking. "You're going to have to do a better job of holding yourself up."

      I meet his gaze over my shoulder, grinding back against him. "Exactly. I want to get fucked. Now stop going easy on me."

      He hooks his left arm under my waist, gripping my hair and tugging my head back with the other. Our lips meet, and he slams into me again, over and over in a brutal rhythm.

      It's a strange mix of ache and need, like I can’t get enough despite being stretched in ways I've never imagined. Wolf doesn't fuck me. He possesses me. Completely.

      I'm so overwhelmed with the sensation I miss him letting go of my hair. I only know it's happened because his fingers skim my clit, while his other arm is still clamped around my waist, bruised hand be damned. I gasp at the contact, shivering.

      His pace moves from a frenzy to a measured, commanding thrust, thumbing my clit to the same beat. It's calmer but relentless, stoking the heat that's ravaged my middle since we kissed in the water. The heat cuts through me, knotting over and over, building into a balled inferno.

      And then I'm coming, hard.

      It bursts through me with the shake of my knees, leaving me crying out so loud I worry some poor hiker somewhere will think a woman's being impaled. One is obviously, but not in the way they may think.

      Wolf's not far behind me, orgasming with a roar of a yell.

      He pulls out and away before helping me straighten, my back feeling every bit like I'd contorted it like a pretzel. He pulls my bikini bottoms back into place while I stand in a daze, still shocked at what just took place.

      The deed's done in time for Nibble to come ambling back, stick in mouth. Wolf rights himself in his briefs before taking the stick and tossing it again, sending the dog scrambling after.

      He looks back at me, grinning. "Not bad for an old guy, eh?"
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      I think I've died and gone to heaven.

      Or I've lost my goddamn mind.

      I fucked Maribel. I didn’t sleep with her. I fucked her.

      Against a tree, no less.

      We dress and head back to the camper with the dog afterward. I give her a piggyback ride, which looks and feels ridiculous, but after plowing into her like that, it's the least I can do.

      I like sex as much as any other man, but I could've been gentler. Me fucking her is like a giraffe going at a deer.

      Back at the camper, she talks me into showering first, and not surprisingly, she winds up in there with me, fitting in the coffin-like stall well enough to enjoy round two from behind. I keep her in mind this time, going slow and focusing on her nipples until she comes, pulsing around my dick practically in tandem with my heartbeat.

      The shower goes cold, and I'm the first to dip out, leaving her to rinse off. I dry and dress before joining the dog outside while he runs circles, his long, black coat still damp.

      I'm not big on dogs, thanks to a traumatic childhood incident with a cocker spaniel, but I appreciate how well-trained this one is, even if he smells and farts like a rhinoceros. Maribel did an excellent job reining the giant doofus in.

      He brings me a stick, and we set about drying his fur the fun way, playing fetch in front of the camper.

      It should be weird to be out here with some strange woman's dog, but it's not. Nor am I awash with guilt or regret like I feared I would be despite fucking her twice when I swore to myself I’d never lay a finger on her.

      Even so, I still find a way to be unsettled with how at peace I am with everything, which is the most me thing imaginable. I can’t even be happy after two rounds of incredible nature nookie with a hot twenty-something. My buddies would give up a nut for the chance, and here I am worried.

      But my conscience is right. It shouldn't be so natural to me. I'm always careful. Always methodical. I always use protection. Yet I raw dogged a woman with nipple rings against a tree and then in a shower.

      Nibble comes galloping back with the stick, tail going a mile a minute.

      Maybe this is it. My mid-life crisis, arriving early. Some men buy sportscars they can't afford. Others have an affair. I fuck chicks with pink hair.

      But this one... she's different. Everything about being around her is. There's a push and pull I've never experienced before. On the one hand, she drives me insane in the worst ways possible, but on the other, she does the same in the best ways.

      I don't know if I love it or hate it.

      "You stayed."

      I take the stick from the dog and toss it before looking to Maribel, who's flopped in one of the Adirondack chairs in a nightshirt.

      "Where would I go?" I ask, confused.

      Aside from spending eleven thousand dollars for the right to be here for three fucking weeks, I had sex with her twice. I'm not going anywhere. I’m not a hit it and quit it type.

      She shrugs. "You never know. Men are pigs."

      "Not this one."

      “You're right. He's a Wolf."

      Nibble comes trotting back, and I fling the stick again once he drops it. "Indeed."

      She crosses her legs, not-so-subtly revealing she's not wearing anything under her nightshirt. "You wanted to talk?"

      "Our bodies did the talking twice already, and that organ needs a minute to recharge, Energizer Bunny. I'm old, remember?"

      "You can't keep up, huh?"

      "You're a wild woman," I mutter. "Insatiable."

      I'm not much better. I might think I can't go another round, but my dick's already stirring to life again.

      She scoffs. "Or you didn't make me come hard enough."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "You heard me."

      The dog drops the stick at my feet, but I leave it, gesturing toward the camper.

      I don't care if the dog's wet. His mom and I need a minute. A few, actually.

      A few uninterrupted minutes.

      I put him inside and turn back to Maribel, who's grinning ear to ear.

      "Would you like to rephrase that?" I ask, giving her an out. I don't take challenges lightly, and she doesn't know me well enough yet to grasp that.

      She presses her lips together dramatically and shakes her head.

      "Last chance."

      A bored expression falls over her face. "It's a shame you can't keep up."

      Playfulness turns to annoyance, and I pace over.

      For a second, there's a flash of fear in her eyes, but I replace it with heat when I drop to my knees. I hike each leg high on the arms of the chair, spreading her thighs wide, leaving her pussy bare.

      She's ready for me, already glistening wet, but diving in isn’t the plan. If she wants to be a brat, I'll treat her like one.

      Instead of putting my mouth where she wants it most, I kiss along her thighs, feathering over the silky skin, nipping every so often.

      "Don't fuck with me, Wolf.”

      "Don't fuck with me, Maribel."

      She laughs, gripping the back of my head to try to push me toward her pussy. "Oh, Maribel? I'm in trouble now?"

      I hold firm, resisting her direction, kissing along her thigh, making her squirm and swear under her breath. "You talk too fucking much."

      "You tease too much. Lick my pussy already."

      “That’s it.”

      I push to my feet, leaving her slack jawed.

      With the tug of my sweatpants and briefs, my dick's out.

      She angles her hips up, preparing to take me, but I shake my head. Her brows snap together before I snake a fist in her wet hair, pulling her head forward, aiming right for that perfect pink pout of hers.

      Her mouth slides around me like a fucking glove, all velvety smooth and hot and so goddamn perfect I could nut on pump one. Easing in, I let her relax around me, inch by inch, until I'm fully embedded. I grind against her, and she moans, vibrating my dick so perfectly I promise the stars my firstborn to keep from coming on the spot.

      "Such a perfect fucking mouth," I murmur, stroking her hair. “Equal parts spicy and sweet.”

      She looks up at me, her eyes misted from the intrusion, but then she rolls her tongue against the underside of my shaft, egging me on, reminding me who’s mouth it is.

      And I let her have it.

      A primal urge surges through me, demanding to ravage every inch and mark her as mine.

      And I do.

      I give up control, letting the hunger take over. I ride it home, facefucking her until she's sputtering on my dick and gasping for air.

      "Oh, my Maribel," I grind out, panting. "Oh, my dirty fucking Maribel. What will I do without you?"

      Just as I'm about to come I pull away, leaving her breathless on the chair, face flushed and eyes wide.

      "What's wrong?" she asks between breaths, her lips swollen, slick, and so damn fuckable. She's so beautiful I wish I could snap a picture. I never want to forget this. To forget how she looks as mine.

      "Take your shirt off."

      "Huh?"

      That fucking mouth.

      "Do it."

      She pulls the nightshirt over her head, brushing her hair back and spreading her legs wide once more. "Fuck me. Please."

      I shake my head, and she looks at me in disbelief when I start to pump myself, wrapping my hand around the base of my shaft, still glossy with her spit. It doesn't take long, and I'm there, coming hard and painting her chest.

      "Wolf!" she protests. "What the hell? How am I supposed to....”?

      She finishes that statement with a yelp when I fall back to my knees, hauling her hips high and licking her pussy for the first time. It's as good as I'd imagined, and she's as responsive as I'd dreamed, already drenched for me.

      My tongue works her clit while she tries and fails to roll her hips against me, my hands keeping them rooted in place while I savor her. From tapping to lashing to swirling, I keep her guessing, keep her teetering close to where she wants to be without taking her there entirely.

      She starts swearing at me, demanding I fuck her, so I do.

      With my tongue.
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      I’m losing myself.

      Every day spent out here chips away at who I am.

      I lose track of days now despite the morning check-ins with Alice.

      I sleep in. Naked.

      I stay up late, not working but laughing. Having sex.

      My once tight ship is sinking, fast. And for whatever reason, I’m not racing to go down with it. If anything, I’m waving it off, saying adieu.

      Maribel stirs as I push out of bed, her hair a mess of pink and dark honey across the pillow. “Where are you going?”

      I reach for my jeans. “Taking Nibble out.”

      She mumbles groggily but rolls over, taking most of the blankets with her in a tornado of fabrics. There’s a little of everything on the bed now. Fleece. Cotton. Something that feels like sandpaper. Cold nights call for layers, making us look like baklava in bed because God-forbid we wear clothes and not act like animals.

      A smile crawls to my lips as I pull on my jeans and T-shirt.

      We’re not acting like them. We are them. Through and through.

      Nibble waits by the door with his head tossed back, tongue out and tail slapping with excitement. He watches while I scoop a heaping portion of kibble into his bowl; the bags hidden away in the storage bench so the canine can’t raid them at his leisure.

      I slip on my hooded sweatshirt, grab my cell, and head outside with him, placing the bowl on the porch while the dog runs off to do his business.

      Walking to the road, I dial Alice. I found a spot that gets decent signal during yesterday’s check-in, so it’s now my designated call hangout.

      As it rings, I look back at the camper, taking in its stillness. Nibble’s on his way back to the porch for his breakfast in the distance, but the rest of the property is entirely peaceful.

      Maribel is not a morning person. She’d stay in bed until noon each day if I let her. Luckily, she’s relatively easy to rouse from sleep, whether it’s with fingers, a tongue, or food. Food’s usually the winner, not that I blame her. I spend most days lusting after hitting each block of the food pyramid, but that still hasn’t happened with a diet of green beans and oysters, courtesy of Maribel’s can opener.

      That’ll change soon, though. If I don’t get a properly cooked protein today that’s not a canned oyster, I’ll lose what’s left of my sanity.

      “Hello, Alice’s Palace, where shitty men never see the sun again.”

      I roll my eyes. “Nice one.”

      “Thanks. I thought of it during hot yoga when they had us in some stupid knot position for five minutes. I didn’t need to know I was that flexible.”

      “Me neither.”

      She laughs.

      “Any news?” At this point, I brace myself for the worst every time I ask the question, and I’m honestly not sure what the worst is anymore.

      It’s been seven days since I had a homemade bear spray facial, and I’m not ready to say goodbye to the woman who administered it yet. I’m not ready to deal with Kip, either, even if he’s on his knees begging me to come back.

      For the first time in a long time, I’m living. Wandering around the forest by day. Rolling between the sheets by night. Stopping to stare at the sky. I couldn’t tell you the last time I sat out and watched the stars at night before coming here. Now that I have, I’m not sure I’m ready to go back to the city lights.

      “The night nurse left a message that Aunt Ev wants you to visit.”

      “Yeah, not happening right now.”

      “I figured as much, so I followed up saying you’re on vacation.”

      “Thanks. Mom’s trying to be a misguided peacekeeper. She knows I’m not local.”

      I told her as much over the phone when I left. She’s probably heard an earful from Kip too, blaming it all on me and leaving out his transgressions.

      “She wants you back in the city, Wolf. Maybe you should call Unky—”

      “No.”

      Calling is another form of bending a knee to the almighty Kipling Krüger. Not happening. He’s only licking his wounds. He’ll come around, and when he does, we’ll go back to hating one another from down the hall.

      “It’s been a week. What if he brings on another partner in your place?”

      “He won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure? You know how is. There’s no way he’ll let you slip back in after punching his lights out.”

      “Because I have enough dirt on him to put him under.”

      She goes quiet, but I know she’s still on the line, the faint whoosh of her breath carrying over the receiver while she rushes around her dorm before her first and favorite class of the day, conservation biology.

      “I need you to level with me. Are you guys doing something shifty at the firm I should know about? If you need help, tell me.”

      Oh, there’s something more than shifty. Something filthy. I want to call in a cleaning crew and have the entire place bleached before tossing Jenna and Kip out on their asses.

      There’s movement at the camper.

      Maribel’s stepping out wrapped in a blanket, her hair disheveled. She shuffles toward one of the chairs, passing Nibble while he licks his bowl clean. It’s early for her, but it’s a win for me. Maybe I can convince her to grab breakfast in town after I hang up with Alice.

      “There’s nothing to worry about. Relax.”

      “Are you lying to me?” Alice pushes. “What happened between you guys that night?”

      Maribel’s watching me from the porch, pulling the blankets closer.

      I smile at her before I turn away, looking out at the trees as they sway in the morning breeze. The leaves seem a thousand times more vibrant since arriving, more reds and oranges joining the yellows. “Things got out of hand. It won’t happen again.”

      “When things get out of hand, you yell or throw something. You don’t punch your father in the face. What the hell happened? You can tell me, Wolf.”

      I can’t though.

      Mom’s been through enough.

      I love Alice dearly and know she can keep a secret, but it’s not about that. It’s about the shame. The humiliation. I had a girlfriend in college cheat once and seemingly everyone in my friend group knew before me. I’ll never forget the burn in my stomach. The all-encompassing embarrassment and anger of knowing I wasn’t enough for her. It hadn’t been a serious partner, either. I can’t imagine the pain after being with a person for more than half of your life.

      Running a hand through my hair, I chew on the truth before responding, “We have a weird dynamic.”

      “Do we?”

      I flinch and turn, seeing Maribel storm toward me. Apparently, she’s in a blanket with nothing but sneakers underneath, the fleece slipping to reveal her bare shoulders.

      “Who’s that?” Alice asks.

      Fuck.

      “A… person.”

      “At the camper?”

      Maribel doesn’t stop until we’re toe to toe, eyes blazing. “Who are you talking to about our dynamic?” She’s close enough I can smell her breath, the toothpaste still an icy mint.

      I take a deep breath, eager to tread into the shallows now that there’s a shark in front of me raring for a bite. “My cousin, and it’s not about you and I.”

      That sounds bad. I know it does. But it’s the truth.

      Her lips press into an angry line. “Sureee. There’s nothing to worry about, huh? Did you tell her I ride your face like a rodeo bull? That you fuck me every…”

      I place a hand over her mouth before she swiftly swats it away.

      “He’s cheating on you!” she bellows, focusing on the phone before glaring at me. “Deal’s off, fucker. Take your van and drive it off a cliff.”

      Son of a bitch.

      Well, this Thursday is another hellish one for the books.

      “Wolfgang, who is that?” Alice demands.

      “It’s Marble,” I explain, not that the nickname means anything to her. “Sorry, Maribel.”

      This is too much to take in this early. It isn’t even that early. It’s eight o’clock. I’m usually two coffees down and well into my to-do list at the office by now. But that was before I punched an old philanderer and unplugged from my life.

      “Who is Maribel? And did she say what I think she said or am I losing it?”

      “You’re losing it.”

      I am too now that my morning has descended into a Jerry Springer outtake.

      “Hi, it’s me! The woman sleeping with your man! He lied to me too! Dump his ass!” Maribel shouts. Her eyes mist over when she looks from the phone to me, shaking her head. “Congrats. You paid to stay and get laid, I guess. I knew you were a sketchy bastard.”

      Alice gasps. “Is that the devil woman?”

      “It’s a long story,” I mutter.

      “You dick! I knew it! I knew you liked her!” Alice’s glee gallops through the phone all the way from Princeton. “Tell me all about her. How old is she? Where is she from? When can I meet her?”

      While she does her victory dance around her dorm room, I press the phone to my chest, muffling it. Maribel’s fuming in front of me with a mixture of tear-filled eyes and furious red cheeks.

      “Would you like to speak to her?” I ask. “You can ask her yourself.”

      She wipes angrily at a tear that threatens. “I don’t want to speak to your wife.”

      “I don’t have a wife. It’s my damn cousin. Go ahead. Ask her anything. Her name is Alice. She’s a world-class pain in the ass, and she likes dogs too, so she’d love to hear all about Nibble.”

      I hold out the phone, and she accepts it after a moment of hesitation, pressing it to her ear. “Hello, Wolf’s cousin.”

      Like a slow-motion car crash, I watch her face morph from livid tears to mortification while she listens to whatever Alice is going on about.

      I’m never going to live this down. I’ve given Alice the mother of all ammo to use against me.

      “I am so sorry,” Maribel says, seemingly apologizing to both of us at the same time. “I thought you were Wolf’s wife, and I was some kind of unwilling homewrecker whore, and…”

      She falls quiet, tucking her chin into the blanket as she listens, likely to Alice selling me like a used car. He’s a great guy. Low miles with few owners. Well-maintained. Takes a bit to warm up, but once he gets running, he’s set.

      Watching this unfold is as pleasant as a proctology appointment.

      They chatter about me. About how I am, which sounds semi insulting. About the camper. The woods.

      Maribel laughs too hard at something.

      I can hear Alice doing the same on the other end of the line from here.

      They have a grand-old time, and I’m the third wheel, standing by like an asshole. I contemplate heading to the porch and letting them continue this in private, but then Maribel’s eyes hook mine, the anger gone.

      “Again, I’m so sorry about that. I promise I’m not some psychopath who goes around yelling at people. Enjoy your class.”

      She hands me the phone before hiding her face in the blanket, popping away like a turtle in a shell.

      “Hello, Wolf’s Den.”

      Alice shrieks, her clapping hands on the other end loud and clear. “Forget what I said. Take all the time you need in the wilderness. The city will still be standing once you’re ready to come back with your Maribel.”

      “I do have a firm to run,” I say.

      “That can wait,” she bites out. “But I swear to shit, Wolf, if you’re lying about whatever happened in that office between you and Unky, jail will be the least of your worries.”
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      Maribel’s still hiding her face when I hang up with Alice.

      “I’m an asshole,” she mutters.

      “I know, but it’s okay.”

      She pokes her head out, scowling. Some of her hair is standing on end, the fleece building up heaps of static.

      “I could’ve handled that better,” I admit. “You had every right to think the worst.”

      “I sounded like a loon. A loon and a pervert.”

      “It was kind of hot,” I tease, sliding my phone into my pocket. It wasn’t, but we desperately need to lighten the mood. It’s back to the heaviness of when we first met rather than the carefree nature I’ve grown to like. “Who knew you’d be so possessive of an old man?”

      “That wasn’t possessiveness. I wanted to warn her. I hate cheaters.”

      “Everyone hates cheaters.”

      Then again, a cheater is what led me out here and ultimately to her. Kind of a fucked way for the universe to work. Hurt one to help enough.

      She shakes her head, adjusting the blanket to be higher on her shoulders. “I really am sorry. I’m so damn embarrassed.”

      “It could’ve been worse.”

      “How? I told your cousin I ride your face like a rodeo bull. There’s no coming back from that.”

      “It’s memorable.”

      “I don’t want to be remembered for something like that!”

      I smooth her hair, receiving a snap of static that makes both of us jump. “Marble, listen. Alice is dying of laughter. There’s no way in hell she’s offended.”

      She’s probably already concocting fucked-up ways to torture me for years to come. I wouldn’t be surprised if I came home to endless gag gifts stuffed around my place.

      “You think?” she asks, hopeful. The wind’s picking up, rustling her hair and the blanket.

      “I know.”

      “Now what am I supposed to do?”

      “Get dressed, for one,” I say. “And then come get breakfast with me in town.”

      Her face contorts. “At the Burnt Mango?”

      “Where?”

      “The place near the lodge. Little orange building.”

      Oh, hell.

      “How do you know…?”

      She smiles. “I know things, Wolfie.”
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      “This place is decrepit.”

      “Locals love it,” I say, stabbing at my overcooked banana pancake, the sponge patty dry and lifeless. “It has an ambiance.”

      “Of decrepitude.”

      “Is that even a word?”

      He’s harsh in his assessment, but he’s not wrong.

      The Burnt Mango is for all intents and purposes decrepit with its scuffed gray-brown linoleum, faded orange walls, and perpetual scent of stale cereal, but it’s also a hub in Silver Ridge, serving as a one-stop-shop of sorts. Want a hot breakfast? The Burnt Mango. Want a greasy lunch? The Burnt Mango. Want dinner? The Burnt Mango. Cheap cocktails? You guessed it, the Burnt Mango. Locals also come to refill on conversation and gossip, but it’s the sort of thing to keep brief unless you want to spend all day hearing about someone’s life troubles. I’d made the mistake of coming here once to write like at a regular neighborhood hangout and found out the hard way these walls aren’t conducive for concentration.

      Silver Ridge is night and day from where I grew up, that’s for damn sure.

      The people around here leave problems out in the open for everyone to take a hand at solving, while Greenwich prefers to keep them locked away. Sometimes in rehab. Other times in Florida with a distant aunt.

      Wolf eyes me over the rim of his coffee mug. “It is. You’re welcome to use it in Scrabble. Thank me later.”

      I roll my eyes and go back to my breakfast.

      This entire scene is too domestic, with us tucked away at a table-for-two looking every part the polar opposite couple and not the duo screwing every which way in the woods. Him, the older, grizzly man with a beard and a calm energy while I’m sitting here in a washed-out My Chemical Romance hoodie, skinny jeans, and Chucks looking every part the concert groupie. If he were a smidgen older, he could pass for my dad, and I’m still not sure how I feel about that.

      Had you told me I’d be here a week ago, I would’ve called you insane, but now that I’m staring at a measly two weeks left together, I’m itching to turn back time.

      “So where do you go for breakfast in Manhattan?” I ask, shaking off the melancholy.

      Do not get attached. You said it yourself: no expectations.

      “If I’m in Midtown on the weekends, the Smith. They have a great brunch menu.”

      I snort. “You go to brunch?”

      Somehow, I can’t picture the man across from me rolling up to unlimited mimosas. He looks like he heckles anyone who dares to, actually.

      He nods, grinning. “With my friends. The steak and eggs there are to die for.”

      I gesture at my plate of banana pancakes and glossy fruit compote. “Not my thing, sorry.”

      “I know. Don’t remind me I had to find the sexiest vegetarian in the forest. You’re selective with it though, so it’s okay.”

      Reaching for my orange juice, I ask, “Selective?”

      I haven’t touched meat since my tenth birthday or so. The only meat products I keep around are food and treats for Nibble.

      “You don’t mind putting my meat in your mouth, so it’s forgivable.”

      “Now you’re sounding like me,” I mutter, checking to make sure no one overheard him. Thankfully, everyone’s too busy listening to Mrs. Hillman’s ramblings about the racoons by the hardware store to tune in. I don’t need a reputation for being a hussy, which is most likely how his comment would be interpreted. There’s no ring on my finger, and this town seems about fifty years behind in that regard. “What would I like at the Smith? And don’t you dare say you.”

      “Their brunch cocktails are stellar,” he says, grinning wickedly. “Which we all know you’d enjoy, Ms. Pinot Gris. They also have excellent salads and a veggie burger for you herbivores.”

      “And you know this how?” I push. “Take all your vegetarian girls there?”

      I don’t know why I’m asking. It’s not like I want to hear him admit it. I shouldn’t care since this is casual, but I do. I can’t help it. I like the bastard. Every smug, know-it-all inch of him.

      “My buddy, Carl, is a vegetarian. Doctor’s orders. His arteries are attempting to build their own Hoover dam.”

      “Ah, yes. Is he a senior millennial, like you?”

      He splays a hand over his chest, wincing. “You wound me.”

      “So, you go there on the weekends,” I say, spearing a grape with my fork. “Where do you go during the week?”

      “Work. If I’m nice, sometimes someone from the admin team will pick me up food from Match 65. I’m a sucker for their omelets.”

      “Admin team?”

      We haven’t talked about our careers, mostly because I figure we both need an escape from our day to day lives, but I can’t help but be curious what he does for a living. He’s from the city with plenty of cash on hand and nice clothing, but he drives a run-down van and carries a cell phone older than the sneakers on my feet. None of it makes sense when you stack it all together.

      “Assistants,” he explains. “My office employs about a dozen to keep it running smoothly, while the same amount work for my father, and then there are those who float between us.”

      He stiffens at the last bit, but I won’t push it. Working with people is hard. I get it. It’s why I run my career solo, going client to client as a freelancer. I tried corporate life for three months after graduating college, working as a marketing writer for an insurance company, and I hated every second.

      “You’re an office guy?”

      “Yes. And you?”

      He sets down his coffee mug, moving stiffly. He must be left-handed, based on how much he struggles using the other. I’ve tried to convince him to get x-rays, but he refuses every time, claiming the bruised hand is on the mend.

      I shake my head. “Nope. I’m a writer.”

      “For?”

      “A little of everything. Some travel. Some product. A little ghostwriting.”

      The requests I get are all over the place, but I like it, mostly. Sure, I have my days where I can’t stand the repetition or material, but it’s all part of the package of being my own boss. Plus, it afforded me the chance to take a month off to be out here without a care in the world, no MacBook in sight.

      He holds out his right hand, fluttering its fingers. “Oh, spooky.”

      “Not ghost stories, but writing—”

      “I know what it is,” he says, cutting me off. “I’m twisting your tomatoes. I use ghostwriters for our blog and press releases all the time.”

      “My tomatoes?”

      “I’d say another T-word, but you seem awfully uptight in here.”

      “I am not.”

      Of the two of us, I’m definitely not the uptight one.

      “I think you’re afraid to let anyone know you’re secretly rendezvousing with an old man. Are you from around here or something?”

      To tell the truth or not tell the truth, that is the question.

      I have nothing to lose either way but lying now feels icky. I can’t expect the truth from him and return it with fallacies. He let me talk to his cousin earlier, for crying out loud, after I told her some of the dirty deeds we’ve been up do.

      I can’t violate his trust.

      I won’t.

      “I’m not from here, but I live locally, yes.”

      His dark eyes narrow. “And you chose to vacation here why?”

      I answer without missing a beat, “The space and freedom. The camper is peaceful, and Nibble loves it.”

      “I would’ve flown to the Caribbean,” he mutters.

      “So why didn’t you?” I ask. “It’s obvious you hate this place. Why not hop on a plane to go to an island where you can tan naked and drink out of coconuts?”

      “I needed to come here,” he replies, matter-of-factly. “And I think we both can agree it’s a good thing I did.”
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      “We need doughnuts,” Maribel declares as we walk out of the Burnt Mango.

      Waddle out, really.

      “Do we?”

      Right now, all I want is a nap. I more than made up for the crappy food situation at the camper over breakfast, housing nearly everything that wasn’t tied down. Eggs. Pancakes. Sausage. Bacon. Some weird hockey puck that allegedly was pork roll.

      “Yes, we do,” she says, threading her fingers in mine. “Come on, we’ll walk.”

      I follow, not putting up a fight when she continues along the sidewalk, the concrete cracked to hell and sure to take out someone’s ankle if it hasn’t already.

      My trainer is going to kill me when I get back to the city. Sex burns calories, but not enough to make up for eight pounds of sugar and whatever else is in the fried dough I’m about to gorge myself on for the next few days.

      At the thought, I add stopping at a food store of some kind to our to-do list while we’re in town. I can’t take another day of canned crap.

      The bell jingles overhead as we step inside the bakery, Maribel leading the way across the black-and-white checkerboard floor. Her long waves are tied in a ponytail, hanging over one shoulder, the pink streaks fading more every day. I don’t want to see it go entirely, as crazy as it sounds. I kind of have a soft spot for the bright pink hue now.

      The same woman as last time is behind the mint green counter, lighting up when she sees Maribel. “There’s my girl!”

      Her girl?

      Maribel smiles. “Good morning, Rosemarie.”

      The worker—Rosemarie, apparently—transforms when she notices me in the rear, my fingers still entwined with Maribel’s. The cheer all over her face dies a swift, miserable death worthy of a Game of Thrones episode.

      “You know him?” she asks, eyeballing me like I’m about to spontaneously combust and send her dinky shop up in flames.

      “Yes.” Maribel’s tone is a mixture of hesitant and confused.

      “I am standing right here,” I point out, directing the statement to both of them. “I’m capable of answering questions for myself.”

      Focused on Rosemarie, Maribel’s brows pinch. “You’ve met him?”

      “Unfortunately.” Rosemarie swings her weight to one hip, crossing her arms over her green sweater featuring a dachshund saying, “where’s the beef?” with a hotdog in hand.

      Or paw.

      Whatever.

      “I resent that,” I say.

      “You’re mean,” she defends. “Over nothing. My Maribel is a sweetheart.”

      “My Maribel is,” I agree, dropping Maribel’s hand to loop my arm over her shoulders.

      The older woman’s cheeks flush and she makes a sound reminiscent of an angry bird, not quite the bock of a chicken but not the screech of a raptor, either.

      “Your Maribel?” Rosemarie repeats, like I’ve said the most blasphemous thing she’s ever heard.

      I nod. “Mine.”

      It’s a stupid stunt on my part, but I can’t help but feel a certain way about the blatant judgment she’s throwing. Yes, at a glance, Maribel and I make no sense, but for whatever reason, this thing we have going on, whatever it is, works.

      “You’re together?” Rosemarie stammers. “You and him?”

      Maribel offers her a tight smile while practically withering under my arm. “We are.”

      Rosemarie’s mouth puckers. “Dating? Or fornicating?”

      The mood shifts and suddenly this small-town Chatty Cathy isn’t harmlessly annoying anymore. Laced in her tone is a holier-than-thou attitude I’m not accustomed to, even in my zip code back home where the average resident could buy rundown towns like this and turn them into parking lots for fun. She isn’t aiming for friendly or endearing. She’s being critical.

      “Both,” I say, answering for Maribel. “But that’s okay for married folk, right? Because I married the hell out of her.”

      Rosemarie’s face goes from Kool Aid man red to purple. “You’re married?”

      I nod. “So would you like to apologize to my wife?”

      “Why haven’t I seen you around?” she asks, shaking her head. “I only ever see her and the dog.”

      “His name is Nibble, and sometimes, spouses work apart. You don’t know when I’m in town and when I’m not. Maybe I’m not a big fan of doughnuts with a side of gossip and only swing in to grab them when my wife asks me to.”

      Again, the woman makes a birdlike screech, crossing herself like I’m the Devil himself. “I do not gossip.”

      “Tell that to the drunk guy with the turnip.”

      Maribel hoots with a laugh unexpectedly. “She told you about Joe Craig?”

      I grin down at her. “She didn’t use names but yeah.”

      “Everyone knows he’s a drunk,” Rosemarie defends. “That’s hardly gossip.”

      “But someone you thought was stopping through for some doughnuts wouldn’t,” I dispute. “It doesn’t matter now. Use your powers for good. You can go ahead and tell the town we fornicate all the time. On the counter. In the shower. Outside…”

      Maribel claps a hand over her mouth, her shoulders rocking with trapped laughter.

      “Enough!” Rosemarie squawks. “I don’t need a visual.”

      “Are you sure? We have it on video. The audio’s a little much, but you can always mute it.”

      I’m so full of shit, but it doesn’t matter. Maribel’s cackles escape, growing hysterical. The pinch of nerves is gone from her shoulders, and the mood’s shifted in our favor.

      Rattled off her pedestal, Rosemarie’s grabbing at pastry paper in a fluster. “What can I get you two today?”

      I look down at Maribel, her blue-green eyes glistening with laughter. “Whatever my wife wants.”
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      In my twenty-two years roaming this planet, I've never felt so thoroughly had.

      So thoroughly satisfied.

      So thoroughly at peace.

      Poor Nibble's going to need therapy after this trip, and I might need one of those pillows new moms tote around for sitting.

      But I'm so damn happy.

      This is the start of our last week here together, and absurd thoughts are sneaking in whenever I get a quiet moment. Ones begging me to ask if I can stay until Wolf leaves to stretch this feeling out longer.

      But then I bat them away, knowing I’m making this into something it isn’t.

      We don’t talk about the world outside of here, other than when we go into town together, where we are a married couple, thanks to Wolf and Rosemarie’s big mouth. There’s no need to, really. Here at the camper, we’re enjoying one another, and I think he’s as desperate to keep things the way they are without fucking it up with life.

      "You sad over there?"

      "Just thinking," I mutter, smiling at Wolf through the flames.

      He built a bonfire tonight, and he's mighty proud of himself, walking around like a peacock with his chest out. He has every right to. This sucker's been burning for two hours now, beating my longest run of twenty minutes by a landslide.

      "About?" he prods, tossing a twig into the fire.

      He always sits opposite of me out here, so we never have our backs unchecked. It’s smart, but I can’t help but feel lonely. I’d rather be cuddled up in his arms.

      "Going back to civilization."

      I might as well be honest now. We have a week left together, and I'm not ready to say goodbye to this. The woods or him.

      "Sucks, doesn't it?" he says with a chuckle. "Going back to a world where we can't fuck like rabbits and sleep in."

      I smile. "Hey, you're getting better at that."

      "You better be talking about sleeping,” he warns, shooting me a glare.

      "Maybe."

      I do have a certain amount of pride since training him to abide by my sleep schedule.

      Somewhat.

      At first, he woke up at five every morning, which was terrible for me and fabulous for Nibble, though now he makes it to a respectable eight o’clock. I’d rather it be nine or ten, but beggars can’t be choosers. Not everyone is on a writer’s schedule.

      He laughs before taking a sip of Scotch from the bottle. "You're lucky I'm tired, Marble."

      "Or maybe I hid your Viagra."

      "No need. I have you around. You keep me young when you're not pestering me."

      "You're the one who pesters."

      The guy could win an award for being condescending. He doesn't have to open his mouth half the time either. He gives a look that says, "Why do you breathe the same air as me?" Then I call him out on it, and we wind up naked.

      He holds up a finger. "We're not doing this tonight, remember? Thursdays are fight-free."

      I pull my hood up, blocking out the chilly night air. "Since when?"

      "Since now."

      He's sitting next to Nibble, looking so damn handsome I want to scream. His stubble has grown to be a close-cropped beard, softer now than the spikes I'd first met. It suits him well, hiding some of that cocky smirk of his.

      "We didn't discuss this," I dispute, shaking my head. "I don't accept this decision. We need to fight. It's who we are."

      It also leads to epic makeup sex, even when ninety percent of our "fights" are playful in nature. The other ten percent are one of us pushing the other's buttons, whether it's me running my mouth or Wolf being a patronizing twat. I guess that’s called balance.

      He laughs, looking up at the night sky. "We aren't anything."

      Damn.

      The truth shouldn't hurt, but it does, slapping me so hard in the heart I'm surprised the organ doesn't shudder.

      "We're enemies," I offer, still coming to grips with his words as they echo through my mind.

      "Enemies to lovers according to that porn you read. We’re also married in town."

      I frown. "Have you been reading over my shoulder?"

      I read in bed at night, having loaded my kindle up prior to coming out here. Thanks to Wolf, my TBR list is still out of control, but I make headway when he's allegedly asleep behind me.

      Apparently, that's not always the case.

      "Do you want me to roleplay as a hired assassin?" he teases. "Call me Maksim, and I'll be your Bratva bad boy."

      "My vagina recoiled, so please never utter that again," I warn.

      "Butterflies and Hurricanes gets you all riled, admit it. Those ones with the virgin brides do nothing for you. You can't lie. I'm behind you. I can hear your breathing change."

      He's right, but I won't admit it.

      "What about you, huh?" I challenge. "What do you read?"

      "Legal thrillers, mostly. But now that I know loins can flutter and flounce, I might try my hand at your kind of books."

      "When's the last time you read a book?" I push, skeptical. "You didn't bring any on your vacation. What kind of reader doesn't pack a book or an e-reader?"

      I bring at least one of them everywhere I go. As a kid, books were all I had to escape with. The Magic Treehouse series took me all around the world when I wasn’t allowed to leave the property. My parents were absolute fanatics about security, so much so that I was homeschooled for a good portion of my life.

      He shrugs. "I wanted less screen time."

      "Hello? Paperbacks."

      "I didn't want to risk damaging them."

      Fair enough.

      "What do you do back in New York?" I ask, changing gears and breaking what I perceive as an unspoken rule.

      He’s mentioned working in an office, but the topic always seems to drift before I nail down what he actually does day in and day out.

      He tosses another twig into the flames. "I'm a lawyer."

      I roll my eyes. "I'm being serious, you ass."

      "So am I. I work in contract litigation."

      A lawyer.

      My stomach sinks.

      God, I can’t even rebel against my parents correctly. What are the chances I’d find a damn lawyer to bump uglies with?

      "Is that what you're running from out here?" I ask. "Paperwork?"

      I'd run too if I were him. The amount my father used to read through in a day was enough to make anyone’s eyes cross.

      Wolf's quiet for a moment, creating a heavily pregnant pause in the conversation that needs to deliver ASAP.

      "Anyone in their right mind would run from my job for some R&R. What are you running from?"

      "Nothing anymore," I admit, figuring I owe him some truth. He seems to have been nothing but forthcoming with me. I doubt the guy has a speeding ticket in his past after getting to know him a little better. He puts on a hell of a grouchy front, but he's a big softie around Nibble, rubbing behind his ears when he thinks I'm not looking.

      "Anymore?" he repeats.

      I nod. "My parents put the hell in helicopter parents.”

      "How so?"

      "I'm an only child and my father's a judge. He got his tires slashed once when I was a toddler, and they never let me out of their sight after."

      I understand being cautious, but my parents went to the extreme. Even as an adult, they hired a security guard to tail me when I attended classes on-campus, not that they’d ever admit it.

      He stiffens. "Unlike now, obviously?"

      I nod. "I moved out last year after graduating with my bachelor’s. I couldn't take it anymore. They kept me boxed in like a Barbie doll. All that was missing were those little wrist ties."

      "To be fair, you are a bit feral."

      I flip him off. "Coming from the man who mounts me every chance he gets."

      "I'll stop at any time,” he says, holding out his hands. “I should, anyway."

      I laugh, though inside, my heart’s ready to hang itself. "Why's that?"

      "Because you'll fall in love with me, and we can't have that."

      “Don’t worry,” I reassure, scooting closer to the fire. The wind’s picking up, nipping at my exposed skin. A hoodie and sweatpants aren’t much coverage when we’re outside at night now. We’re barreling toward November and the first snow. “There’s no risk of me falling in love with an old timer.”

      His lips curve into a smile. “And there’s no risk of me falling in love with a pin cushion.”
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      "Who's the most important person in your life?"

      I sigh. "Are you getting deep on me, Marble?"

      She loves playing the five-million questions game at night. It always starts off as innocent, but it progresses into more serious subject matter until one of us yells uncle and gets undressed.

      It's not that I mind it. I've found out plenty about her and her life through the game, but it makes toeing the line harder and harder.

      I refuse to lie to her, but at the same time, there are so many things we can't get into, or I risk losing her. What I have of her, at least.

      "Answer the question," she grumbles, nestling against my chest.

      She's sitting in my lap on one of the Adirondack chairs, and I hope like hell it doesn't collapse under us. We might go right through this rickety deck if it does. I don't know the last time I had a tetanus shot and getting impaled isn't high on my priority list. I only have four days left with her, and I’d like to make every one count. Being laid up in a hospital bed kind of makes that impossible.

      "My mother. You?"

      The answer's a no-brainer. Mom always comes first, period. She always has. She's all I've ever had at home, other than Alice when she's up from Jersey.

      "Nibble."

      "He's not a person."

      She gasps, swatting my arm. "Don't say that! He's my dog-son."

      "Your parents would be upset to hear that after wiping your ass, Marble."

      Ignoring me, she tightens the blanket around her shoulders. "Tell me about her."

      "My mom?"

      She nods.

      "She loves music," I reply, unsure what I'm supposed to say. I could talk forever about my mother. "She's also a terrible chef."

      "Me too."

      "I know."

      My dear camping buddy has burned dinner four times now because she can't focus long enough to check on food while it's cooking on a bonfire. She always has her face in her kindle, my crotch, or a hula hoop.

      "What about your dad?" she asks.

      "He's as horrible as you'd expect based on how I turned out," I say, staring out into the dark forest.

      Our nightly chats have relocated from around the fire to the porch, mainly for safety’s sake. We’re a little too exposed around back, and we can’t sit together. It’s better for everyone to relax here with Nibble tucked inside.

      "You're not that bad. I mean, you're broody, miserable, and have the worst resting bitch face I've ever seen, but you didn't turn out bad by any means. You're a lawyer in Manhattan."

      With the relationship skills of a bridge troll.

      "My mother’s sick," I say, choosing my words carefully. "My father doesn't help. Ever. Even with medical documentation and proof, he insists it's all in her head. To be frank, the day he dies, I plan on popping a bottle of champagne and having a seance to tell him to go fuck himself one last time."

      It’s not the best thing to say in front of her, but she needs to hear the truth. She eventually needs to hear everything. Even the ugliest bits.

      I have, beyond the shadow of a doubt, fallen hopelessly in lust with this weird, pink-haired woman.

      "That's terrible of him."

      Before I can respond, my phone buzzes against my thigh, and I slip a hand into my pocket for it. It's past ten o'clock, but that's not too late for Alice, apparently.

      "Hello, Wolf's Emporium for Manners," I answer.

      Maribel laughs against me, knowing who’s on the other line based on my greeting alone.

      She’s overheard the lion’s share of our daily conversations and hasn’t asked once why she checks in so often. She hasn’t asked why each call seems to put me on edge, either, sometimes needing a walk in the woods after to burn off anxious energy.

      There still hasn’t been a peep out of Kip, and I’m starting to get more agitated than anything. We’re still engaged in a pissing contest, seeing how long the other can hold out, and we aren’t even speaking.

      "What?" Alice asks, sounding stuffed up with a head cold. "Emporium for Manners?"

      "Yeah, you know, like rule 101 of calling anyone over the age of thirty. If it's after eight, it can wait?"

      Mirabel cackles again in my lap, rubbing her ass against the last place I need it while I’m on the phone. When she notices me stiffening, I swear she does it more.

      "Oh, you’re up with Maribel? Nice. You two a thing yet?"

      "Don't start your shit," I warn, gritting my teeth as Maribel rolls herself down against me, grinding her ass against my front. Again, not what I need right now.

      "I want an invite to the wedding, and no, I’m not wearing a dress."

      "Don’t you have anyone else to bother this late at night?” I ask. “Or are you calling with actual information?”

      “I was lonely and figured my favorite cousin and soon-to-be cousin-in-law would be around to chat. I’d love to get to know the woman who’s cracked Wolfgang Krüger’s iron heart.”

      “You figured wrong. Goodnight, Alice.”

      “Wait a dang minute!” she protests. “You can’t hang up on me. I haven’t had a chance to test her aura.”

      “Test this one,” I say, ending the call. I don’t want to waste time with Alice’s games. I love her, but tonight, I want to level with Maribel. We both seem to have some heavy shit to unpack.

      I turn the phone off, for good measure, giving us a sliver of peace.

      “That was mean,” Maribel scolds, jabbing a finger into my chest.

      “So was this.” I press her hand to the bulge at the front of my sweatpants. "I was on the phone, you semen bandit."

      “The term is semen demon,” she corrects, gripping my dick. “And guilty as charged.”

      “I thought we were playing your infamous Ask Wolf Questions Until He Dies game?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m all out of questions.”

      “I’m not.”

      Turning in my lap, she sinks her legs through the arm rest on either side of the chair, effectively straddling me. “That’s a shame. They’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”

      “If they do, do you promise to answer them?”

      “Maybe,” she answers, slipping out of her pants, leg by leg. Her top is next, discarded on the open chair beside us. “Like what kind of questions?”

      I hike the blanket over her shoulders, covering her. It’s in the low 40s at the most, and she’s now naked in my lap.

      "Like why a judge's daughter from Greenwich would accept $11,000 from a stranger to stay with her in the middle of fucking nowhere."

      There’s no reason someone in her position would stay in a place like this with me, particularly someone who now lives locally. Like my own situation, there’s a hang-up somewhere, and I don’t like surprises.

      She holds out her hand. "Deal. Now fuck me.”
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      "You're hot when you're angry."

      I flip Wolf the bird and swat his hand away from the radio for the hundredth time. "It's my turn to pick the station, dammit."

      "There are like four out here: pop, pig-squealing, gospel, and classics."

      "Oldies," I correct. "And while I know that's your favorite, we're listening to pop. We need something to keep us awake."

      We’re on our way back to the camper from grabbing dinner at the Burnt Mango. It’s the most couple-like thing we’ve done to date.

      Not that we’re a couple.

      I have a feeling that’s what he wants to talk about when we get back. I promised last night to tell him why I accepted the money, and I intend to, but I’m scared. I’m scared of him—an obviously successful lawyer in New York—wanting nothing to do with me, a freelance writer. I don’t have any nest eggs. I have an apartment that stinks, a dog I love, and fingers that move like the wind when I’m on a deadline. I’m not some prize show pony with a fat portfolio and mature set of hobbies.

      "Maybe we wouldn't be so tired if someone hadn't woken me up at five in the morning,” he taunts, pulling me out of my head. “I’m losing a lot of sleep with you around, Marb.”

      I lean back into my seat, satisfied as “Manic Monday” plays through the speakers. "You were hard."

      The song fits. It is a manic Monday.

      Though I’m the only manic one here.

      Wolf is calm and collected, like we aren’t galloping toward Thursday—Halloween—way too fast. The day I’m set to leave and he’s to inherit the keys to my camper castle.

      He shoots me a glare. "I was sleeping."

      “Sleeping while hard. You had that thing locked and loaded against my ass. Don’t try to deny it.”

      He stiffens, his eyes glued to the rearview mirror. “There’s a cop flying up on me. Is your seatbelt on?”

      I thumb it, letting the strap slap against my chest. “Yes. I always wear one. Hello, helicopter parents, remember?”

      “Motherfucker.”

      I glance at the sidemirror, spying red and blue lights dancing. “Were you speeding?”

      My nerves kick into gear, churning heat to my stomach and sweat to my palms. I’ve never been pulled over before, whether while driving by myself or as a passenger. I’m not a big fan now that it’s happening, to be honest.

      “Nope.”

      "Maybe you have a taillight out?"

      Wolf flicks on his indicator, slowing and pulling to the narrow shoulder. “He might have to pass.”

      I hope so.

      We’re south of town, nearing the turnoff that leads to the camper. It’s beyond pitch black and remote out here. While it’s a patrol car, I can’t help but feel on edge. There’s nothing but trees in every direction for a few miles, and if it’s a psycho slasher, no one will hear us screaming.

      The patrol car doesn’t pass. It pulls up tight against us, hugging our rear bumper like a second skin.

      Sweat pricks my neck.

      I don’t like this.

      Wolf puts the car in park and lowers the music before fishing his wallet out and extracting his license. With it in hand, he looks over at me, giving my knee a light squeeze. “You know you’re my Marble, right?”

      My stomach flips, and suddenly my anxiety earlier about not being good enough seems like a distant memory. “Don’t tell me you’re an axe murderer.”

      He grins. “I’m not an axe murderer.”

      Relief runs through me. “Good.”

      There’s a knock at his window, and Wolf rolls it down, letting in a burst of cold night air. It cancels out the van’s heat like it’s nothing.

      “Good evening, officer,” he greets, holding out his license. “Is everything okay?”

      “Your rear license plate is hanging off. Would you like to explain that?” The officer’s tone is less than friendly, but I guess that comes with the territory. I wouldn’t be very cheery working his job either, especially out here. It feels like a bear is going to run out at any moment and eat one of us. Or maybe a werewolf with the full moon tonight.

      Wolf blows out a breath, shaking his head. “Shit, I guess one of the brackets came loose. This is a rental, sir. I’m sorry.”

      The officer takes his license, studying it under his flashlight. “New York? What are you doing out here in Silver Ridge?”

      “I’m on vacation.”

      The officer peers in the van, shining his flashlight directly into my eyes. “Who’s your friend?”

      “That would be Maribel.”

      I try to shield my eyes with one hand and give the officer a slight wave with the other, but he doesn’t return it.

      At least I think he doesn’t.

      I can’t really tell with a bright ass beam burning through my eyeballs.

      “Who is Maribel to you, Mr. Krüger?” the officer asks crisply.

      “I guess you could say my girlfriend?” Wolf says, question hanging heavy in his voice.

      I nod, and I think he smiles.

      Again, I can’t be sure with a flashlight situation.

      Between the open window letting out all the heat and the officer’s lightsaber melting my eyeballs, I’m straight up not having a good time over here, but I don’t dare complain. I want this to be over with.

      “Where are you two lovebirds headed?”

      “Back to our camper,” Wolf replies coolly. “We had dinner in town.”

      “The Burnt Mango?” The officer chuckles, his throat garbled with phlegm.

      I gag a little at the sound. I’m not a phlegm person.

      “Yes, sir. I had a burger, and Maribel had the eggplant melt.”

      I also ate all of Wolf’s fries, but I’m thankful he leaves that part out.

      The officer laughs again. “Well, I hope you two have antacids. I lose a day to heartburn every time I eat there.”

      “I don’t, but thanks for the head’s up. Maybe I’ll go back into town for some once I find a way to fix the plate issue.”

      Waving Wolf’s license, the officer steps away from the van, finally moving the damn flashlight from my eyes. “I’ll run this, and you should be on your way. You get that fixed or next time it’s a ticket. That’s a serious violation out here.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He walks off stiffly, and Wolf powers the window back up, blocking out the bitter night air.

      “That’s it?” I ask, surprised.

      I expected more of a dramatic back and forth. Maybe I watch too much Law & Order.

      Wolf’s eyes are locked on the sidemirror. “We’ll see.”

      “You gave me a fucking heart attack,” I snap. “You’re so not funny.”

      He smirks, glancing over at me. “How?”

      I mimic his move earlier, grabbing his knee. “You know you’re my Wolfie, right?”

      He throws his head back and laughs.

      “I’m serious! You scared the hell out of me. We’re in the middle of nowhere during a traffic stop and you’re screwing around. I could’ve peed myself right here in your seat.”

      “Trying to keep you on your toes,” he teases, patting my thigh. “Relax. I’ll make it up to you later.”

      “After we talk,” I push, meaning it. “Since now I’m your wife-slash-girlfriend, which sounds serious.”

      He nods. “Of course. My Marble has secrets.”

      “Apparently my Wolfie does too.”

      “Maybe.”

      There’s another tap on the glass, and he lowers the window, extending a hand for his license. “I appreciate it, sir. I’ll fix that as soon as I’m back to the campsite.”

      “Mr. Krüger, I need you to step out of the vehicle.”

      Ice runs through me, not only at the officer’s words but at his tone. Something changed. This isn’t the same as earlier. The warmth is gone, and the man is all business.

      Unlike me, Wolf’s unmoved. “Is there a problem, officer?”

      “You have a warrant out for your arrest in New York.”

      A warrant?

      I swear my ears pop, my hearing going in and out. This can’t be real. This isn’t happening. There has to be some kind of a mix-up.

      Still, Wolf’s relaxed. “What for?”

      What for? Why isn’t he outraged? If someone told me I had a warrant for my arrest, I’d be flipping a lid.

      “Second degree assault,” the officer answers. “I need you to step out of the vehicle, Mr. Krüger.”

      Wolf looks to me, his dark eyes seeming almost black in the glow of the officer’s flashlight. “It’ll be okay, Marb.”

      With that, he unbuckles his seatbelt and steps out.

      There’s no denial. No outrage. Nothing more than a stone wall of silence.

      He shuts the door behind himself as the officer starts reciting his rights, the words poured out in a twangy mountain accent thick with mucus.

      Tears cloud my vision no matter how hard I try to blink them back, burning and demanding release. The fire spreads to my throat, a sob or maybe even a scream trapped.

      I clamp my eyes shut, refusing to look, to see the man I’ve grown to care about cuffed like some sort of criminal. I count in my head, focusing on my breathing.

      In and out. In and out.

      It’s okay. It’s a paperwork error.

      This is nothing.

      In and out.

      I make it to thirty in my head before my door opens, letting in a blast of cold air. My eyes pop wide, receiving another beam of light through my freaking head.

      “Miss, I’m going to need to see your identification. You don’t have any active warrants, do you?”

      I shake my head and reach for my wallet in the console, feeling around before extracting what I hope is my license. I grab a few more cards, just in case. “He doesn’t either. It’s a mistake.”

      He removes the light from my eyes once I hand over the stack of cards, then shuffles through them and studies my information, shaking his head. “Honey, you’re so young. What are you doing?”

      I keep my head held high. “I don’t appreciate the rude comments.”

      It’s not like Wolf is some ancient sugar daddy toting me around demanding blowies for Balenciaga. He’s thirty-six. Big whoop. My dad’s twenty-five years older than my mother and no one bats an eyelash at them. They have one of the small age gaps in my hometown too.

      “I’m saying this as a father: You have your entire life ahead of you. Don’t throw it away hanging out with some jerk that beats up old men.”

      “What?”

      Wolf doesn’t beat up old men. He couldn’t fight me off when I was naked with bear spray.

      He nods. “His warrant is for roughing up an elderly man in the city. He’s not some nice guy out here to soak up nature. He’s on the run, honey.”

      “There’s a mistake. Wolf is harmless.”

      “Wolf is under arrest, and you might be too.”

      I flinch. “What? Why?”

      His eyes burn into mine. “He’s a fugitive, and you’re out here with him. Ever hear of accessory after the fact?”
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      I made a critical mistake.

      I underestimated Kip and how far he’s willing to go to make my life a living hell.

      I expected an assault charge. A misdemeanor with some fluff behind it to give me a headache. The sort of shit that comes with a little extra paperwork before ultimately dismissing it.

      I didn’t expect a felony.

      A felony comes with strings, like accessory after the fact, the very charge I promised Alice she wouldn’t be on the hook for. A charge that could land Maribel in hot water too, despite her being completely in the dark about everything.

      By the grace of everything that is golden, it didn’t.

      The arresting officer let her drive off in the minivan, leaving me in handcuffs in the back of his patrol car, watching the taillights disappear into the night. I’d asked him to follow her back to make sure she made it okay, but he refused, telling me in so many words men like me have no business corrupting girls like her.

      I don’t know what came of her, but I know no one’s come to bail me out yet, with my one phone call wasted on Alice, who didn’t answer.

      So here I am.

      The small-town jail’s holding cell has infinite room for improvement, with a rusted-out metal toilet in the corner and a noisy cot I’m currently sitting in the center of. The concrete floor is cracked, mirroring the cinderblock walls carved and marked like a high school desk.

      I guess now I know where all those dirtbag kids wound up.

      The room is cold and the blankets thin, but they lie untouched beneath me. The stiff cotton isn’t necessary. For whatever reason, I’m still in my clothes, a hooded sweatshirt, tee, and jeans. They didn’t take my boots either.

      All I received last night was a quick pat down. No booking photo. No strip search.

      This place must have incident reports out the ass.

      I haven’t slept, obsessing over every detail of the past two and a half weeks all night. On the ear, the timespan sounds like nothing, but I’ve lived them, and it’s been anything but.

      In eighteen days, I learned more about myself than I’ve learned in the last eighteen years following blueprints left for me.

      I learned to let go. To trust. To laugh.

      And now it’s gone, just like that.

      She’s gone.

      There’s no coming back from something like this. Not with anyone, but especially not with Maribel. Her trust takes time, and I broke it irrevocably.

      “Krüger?” The bailiff stands at the bars, sorting through keys on a small ring. He’s younger than me, late twenties or so, with a buzz cut and patchy facial hair I want to fill in with a Sharpie. “You’re out of here.”

      I push to stand, not needing to be told twice.

      “Charges were dropped, and your ride is here,” he says, opening the door. “You’re free to leave.”

      My ride?

      Alice.

      My chest warms, but I don’t let hope get a footing. There’s no way it’s Maribel.

      “Thanks.”

      The dropped charges are an interesting twist, but it could be the legal system catching up with Kip’s bullshit. I punched him once. It hardly deserved a felony, even if he is technically a senior.

      The bailiff nods, leading me through the small holding area of three empty cells to a desk shrouded in glass. A large man sits behind it, his neck nonexistent. He’s sitting with hunched shoulders, and from the reflection on his glasses, I can tell he’s terrible at solitaire.

      “Krüger’s out,” the bailiff relays, thumbing over his shoulder at me.

      The man inside the glass box nods, minimizing the game and tapping away on his keyboard. He backspaces nearly as much as he types, and the sheer inefficiency of it has my already frayed nerves ready to snap.

      After a solid minute of torture, he rolls back in his chair to a wall of file cabinets, removing a manilla envelope from one drawer. In it are my wallet and phone he soon passes through a drawer slot.

      “Thanks.”

      I stuff each in a pocket and offer him and the bailiff a stiff wave before I’m released into the lobby, where neither Alice or Maribel await in any of the dozen or so gray plastic chairs.

      Instead, there’s Kip, staring out the window on the far wall, the corner of his lip pulled up in a sneer as he takes in small-town life unfolding outside. Sunglasses shield his eyes, and he wears a navy suit sans jacket.

      It’s Tuesday, so I can only assume he came here from the office or took the day off to make the trip. Judging by the sun, it’s early afternoon, so I’d go with the latter. I have no clue why he’s here, either.

      “You’re your mother’s son,” he says, cutting through the silence of the empty room. He doesn’t look at me when he speaks, unmoved from his perch scrutinizing Silver Ridge.

      “Thank God for that. Had you shot me into one of your whores, you would’ve paid for an abortion, and I never would’ve had the chance to land that punch.”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “You’re impulsive. There’s something wrong with the brain on her side.”

      “One could argue the same about you. You have a hard time keeping your dick in your pants.”

      “Interesting. I heard the same about you. You were arrested with a twenty-two-year-old. I didn’t think you had it in you, but that’s my boy.”

      I don’t know how he knows about Maribel, but I can only assume he requested the arrest report. He’ll probably slip it in my Christmas card or hand it out as a flier at the office.

      “I’ll never be your boy.”

      “Like it or not, we’re the same, Wolfgang,” he says, chuckling. He turns from the window, removing his glasses and revealing a fading bruise around his right eye, the skin a hideous mixture of greens and yellows. “You’re my son. The only difference is I settled down, and you never will. You’re restless.”

      I choke back a laugh. “You call cheating on your sick wife settling down?”

      “You don’t understand the half of having a sick partner.”

      All I can muster is a headshake as I head toward the exit. “You’re delusional.”

      I can’t listen to another word of it, or I’ll end up back in a jail cell and this time I might not be as lucky.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m leaving.”

      “I’m driving you home, moron. Eugene has been losing his mind waiting for you to get back. You have a six o’clock dinner meet with him tonight at Oceana.”

      “You should take it,” I say, pausing at the door. “You can tell him how you’re fucking his wife over the halibut.”

      “Wolfgang. If you walk out that door, you’re fired.”

      With a middle finger in the air, I step through and leave him and his fuckery in the past.
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      “This road is nuts. I haven’t been out here in years, but I don’t remember it being this bad.” The cab driver’s eyes haven’t left the pitted roadway since we turned onto it, heading into the abyss toward the camper.

      “It’s rough,” I agree, staring out at the passing forest.

      I’ve only been away for a day, but it feels like a lifetime, and it’s insane to think, but I’ve missed it. This backwoods, bumblefuck place has become my slice of paradise.

      “It’s giving my suspension a workout,” he says, chuckling and patting the steering wheel. “So, where are you headed out here? Vacationing? Visiting a friend?”

      “A little of both.”

      “You picked a good spot. It’s gorgeous around these parts.”

      “That it is.”

      My heart’s beating out of my chest when he pulls into the camper’s lot. The van’s here, parked crookedly, but otherwise, everything is the same.

      That damn hope tries to kick up again. She’s still here.

      He parks behind the van, and I hand him a hundred-dollar bill before stepping out. “Thank you. Have a great night.”

      He lowers his window, eyeing the camper with worry etched in his face. I know that feeling too well, having been scared out of my mind almost three weeks ago, seeing my worst nightmare before me. Funny enough, it turned out to be my savior. “You too. Be careful out here.”

      “I will.”

      He pulls off while I walk toward the camper with a mix of emotions battling it out in my gut. I don’t have my key handy, so I check under the gnome, where one thankfully sits.

      I knock first, but there’s no answer, and when I let myself in, I find out why.

      Maribel isn’t there.

      Neither is Nibble.

      The van keys rest on the counter.

      I take a deep breath, trying not to panic.

      It’s still light outside, so there’s a chance they’re out hiking. It’s a nice day. Nippy, sure, but Maribel isn’t afraid of chilly air, and Nibble has a built-in fur coat for the ages. They’re probably playing together down by the lake.

      But the longer I stand in the doorway, soaking in the camper, the more I see.

      Maribel’s kindle isn’t charging by the bed.

      Nibble’s food bowl isn’t resting by the bathroom door.

      I cross to the bench and lift the seat, checking the storage, and then the panic sets in in a tidal wave.

      Nibble’s food is gone.

      They aren’t out on a hike. They’re gone.

      Maribel left me.
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      Now this is a damn house.

      Taking in the picturesque home in front of me, I’m blown away.

      Today’s interviewee is loaded, and not just any loaded, but Upper East Side loaded. The land where the average Joe’s life savings might get you a pantry-sized, walk-up apartment if you’re lucky.

      The multi-story mansion stands tall and proud with a pristine brick and limestone exterior. Three iron-capped balconies jut out from above, though I have a sneaking suspicion they’re for show and not for taking in Manhattan, much like the countless arched windows with their curtains drawn tight.

      This isn’t any old New York City neighborhood. It’s the neighborhood. Less than a half block away is the greenery of Central Park, an oasis amongst a maze of city blocks and skyscrapers. People pay out the nose to live close enough to pretend they can smell nature over the car exhaust.

      The park’s visible from the base of the home’s porch, its trees bright and full of life as spring settles over the city.

      April in New York.

      Who would’ve thought I’d be here today?

      Not me. That’s for damn sure.

      I shake my head and climb the porch steps, raising a hand to the home’s intercom. My fingers are still hovering over the call button when the iron door pops open.

      An older man with a manicured white mustache pulls it wide, dressed in a black and white three-piece suit. If you throw a monocle and a top hat on him, he could pass for the Monopoly guy.

      Based on his threads, I can’t help but feel hopelessly underdressed.

      My manager, Chantal, said this outfit was fine to wear, but pointe pants and a purple silk blouse are unbelievably casual next to him, like wearing blue jeans to a funeral.

      “Ms. Cruz?”

      I nod with a smile. “Yes. I’m here from Chord & Classic to see Mrs. Krause.”

      “It’s Ms. Krause,” he corrects with a slow drawl, stepping aside to usher me in.

      “Oh, sorry. Thank you.”

      Scratch that tidbit from my file.

      At least he saved me from making an ass of myself. Nothing’s worse than starting off an interview on the wrong foot.

      I’ve been a staff writer for Chord & Classic since January, and to date, I’ve had a good run with interviews. The magazine pays peanuts, but at least it’s a writing gig and not another office job battling copiers. It also beats living hand to mouth as a freelancer.

      “Right this way,” he says, a little louder, like every millisecond I’m on the porch and not inside is a colossal inconvenience.

      I step over the marble threshold and into the foyer, a space a world away from the bustle outside the door. Door Guy swiftly shuts and locks the iron entry behind me, sealing us in the glamor. I don’t blame him. One of the oil paintings in here alone probably cost more than the average stockbroker’s salary.

      Rich wooden floors glisten beneath my heels, and I itch to kick the McQueens off until Door Guy’s loafers catch my eye. Blind me, really. He must shine those suckers for hours.

      “Ms. Krause is in the gallery,” he announces, cutting across the space with long, crisp strides.

      Of course, she’s in the gallery.

      Multimillionaires aren’t hanging out in their family room watching The Price Is Right or munching on pizza rolls in the kitchen. That’d be too pedestrian. They need to talk about their money in their planetariums.

      I try not to gawk as I follow Door Guy deeper into the home like a kid on a field trip, but it isn’t easy. The entryway doesn’t have gaudy gold on gold décor, but has a historic glam vibe, featuring a curved staircase on either wall, and an enormous, gilded chandelier dangling high above.

      Door Guy stops abruptly past the stairs to jab a finger into the wall. It isn’t until I catch up to him, I see it’s a vintage elevator he’s poking at. The cage doors creak open, and he steps inside.

      Hopping into a confined space with a large stranger isn’t on the agenda today, so I stop dead in my tracks. Been there, done that. Not happening.

      Door Guy isn’t happy with the delay. “The gallery is on the third level. Your footwear isn’t safe for the stairs.”

      I glance at my black studded pumps and frown before stepping in, crowding against the rear wall. I knew I should’ve gone with flats. “I’m sorry.”

      He stabs at the golden three on the control pad. “You’re no bother.”

      He might’ve meant the comment as friendly, but it comes out more like a robot. Alexa has more inflection in her voice.

      “Are you friends with Ms. Krause?” I ask.

      “Acquaintances,” he answers. “For many years.”

      Yikes.

      I’d be all sorts of butthurt if someone described my relationship with them that way. I try to make friends everywhere I go, not acquaintances.

      Door Guy doesn’t, ignoring me the rest of the elevator ride and during the subsequent hike through rooms loaded with droolworthy built-ins, art, and furniture. It’s like someone raided the Downton Abbey set for all its worth.

      The last room is hidden behind forest green French doors, its glass panels stained with a wildflower scene. When Door Guy opens them, a piano lullaby breezes out, the tune garbled by too many notes every so often.

      Inside, the gallery isn’t much of a gallery at all. Rather, a sitting room, with a gorgeous fireplace, two mustard couches, and a wall of glass overlooking a greenhouse.

      I search for the source of the music and find it tucked off to the right in the form of an actual grand piano. The woman behind the keys is who I assume to be the elusive Ms. Evelyn Krause.

      After all the research I’ve done, I’m shocked.

      The renowned musician hasn’t been out in public for over twenty-five years, but she doesn’t resemble some reclusive hermit. She looks amazing. Regal, even, in a cream blouse and pearls. Her gray hair grazes her angled face in a neat bob, while the tiniest hint of pink lipstick brings color to her pale complexion.

      Door Guy stops and stands in front of me like a formalwear brick wall. “Ms. Cruz has arrived for your five o’clock meeting.”

      Krause stops playing and looks up, her brown eyes warm. “Hello. Maribel, is it?”

      I nod, cutting around Door Guy to offer my hand. “Yes. And do you prefer Ms. Krause or Evelyn?”

      She chuckles and accepts my handshake, her grip tired. “Evelyn, please. Ms. Krause was my mother.”

      “Would you like assistance?” Door Guy asks, eyeing her.

      “I can manage. Thank you, Darren.”

      Darren the Door Guy. Got it.

      He fires off a curt wave and turns to leave, but not before I smile at him. “Thank you, Darren.”

      I’ll make him laugh by the time I leave. It’s my mission now when all he does is stand around stone-faced. If I’m lucky, maybe he’ll give me $200 in Monopoly money.

      Evelyn waits until the door closes behind him to speak again. “We’ll chat by the fireplace, if that’s all right with you, dear.”

      “Wherever you’re most comfortable.”

      I’ve interviewed people for Chord & Classic all over the place. Most prefer living room areas, but others like outdoor spaces or prefer to meet at a coffeeshop. The latter would’ve been nice. I headed here straight from the office after a staff meeting, and I’m so hungry I could eat my shoe. It’ll be a long while until I get any grub too, since I still have to grab Nibble from doggy daycare.

      “I’m comfortable anywhere. I’m on wheels.”

      I’m confused about what she means until she zips around the piano in a motorized wheelchair. She ventures into the sitting area, parking beside the couch facing the wall of windows. I follow, sitting in the seat she directs me to before reaching into my satchel.

      “I always record interviews to revisit while writing, if that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine, dear. Make sure you note I’ve lost ten pounds, gained a hot new lover, and have never looked younger.”

      I smile, fishing out the recorder and my tablet. “We can do that.”

      She laughs, throwing her head back with a gusto I don’t expect. “Oh, my son would have a fit!”

      “Wolfgang?” I ask, surprised I don’t gag on the name as it rolls off my tongue.

      It’s not her fault I detest the name. Her son is probably a lovely man. He just happens to share a name with an asshole.

      Her laughter dies down, and she smiles, nodding toward the fireplace. “Yes, my Wolf.”

      I follow her gaze and choke on air at the painting hanging high above the marble mantle. Heat cuts through me, melting months of hard-fought walls and healing as I take in the brown-eyed man. The painting captures him perfectly, right down to the cocky sneer on his lips. The tousled hair. The sharp jaw.

      Time stands still when I look back at Evelyn. She has nothing but love in her eyes. Her sweet, adoring, oh so familiar brown eyes.

      “Wolfgang Krüger is your son?”
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      Evelyn smooths a knitted blanket over her legs, her hands moving with a slight tremor. Rings adorn nearly every finger, some emeralds, others topaz. The largest is an amethyst solitaire, shining proudly on her left ring finger.

      “Yes, Wolf’s my son. He goes by his father’s surname. Do you know each other?”

      The news is a softball to the stomach.

      No wonder Wolfgang Krause didn’t come up during my research. He doesn’t exist. I was searching for someone I’ve known all along. Someone I never want to see again.

      “I’ve seen an advertisement,” I lie, blinking through the sudden burn at the back of my eyes. Do not cry because of him. He’s not worth it. “He’s a lawyer, right?”

      An advertisement isn’t a far-fetched claim. Wolf belongs to one of the more successful law firms in the city. I'm sure he has a billboard somewhere, probably wearing a custom-made suit and smirking like an asshole. God knows that smug face is perfect for flipping off in passing.

      Did I mention I hate him?

      But I can get through this.

      It’s one interview, and I’m a professional. I’ll be out the door in no time, and once the story’s done, I’ll turn it into Chantal and never hear the Krüger name again.

      It’s like a dentist appointment. A dentist appointment where my ex-fling is staring down at me from the wall.

      I survived October. I can survive this.

      “Yes, he recently went solo,” she explains, glancing at my right hand, where the recorder rests. The news isn’t a surprise. Based on the last time we saw one another; I’m surprised he can still practice law. “His father…”

      She doesn’t complete the thought, hesitating.

      “It’s not on yet,” I reveal, flipping the device over to show her. “A red light will flash once it is.”

      “Ah, well, leave it off for a touch longer.”

      I nod, overwhelmed with nerves. “Whatever you say will be completely off the record.”

      For the first time since starting with the magazine, I don’t want to hear what someone has to say in confidence. This connection severed months ago, and I don’t want to stir those feelings up again.

      She smooths her hair with a shaky hand. “His father is no longer associated with the family.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Well, it’s better than him being dead. I’m not exactly sure what no longer associated means though. Either he got the boot from them, or he tossed them aside.

      “It’s nothing to mourn,” she replies, smiling. “But it’s not something released to the papers yet. The situation with Kip—my ex-husband—is complex.”

      “Understood.”

      I can’t imagine how messy a divorce could get for people like this. I’ve seen millionaire divorces in Greenwich, but nothing of this magnitude.

      Wiggling one of her rings side to side, she asks, “Are you married?”

      “No.”

      Dodged that bullet.

      Long before Wolf, there was Reid, and we lasted through college, but the wedding never happened. I’m not sure true love did, either. All we did was argue. I’d gone from overbearing parents to a controlling partner.

      We broke up, I left town, headed south, and stumbled across a lone Wolf.

      The rest is history.

      A history that taught me more about myself and that damn L word than anything.

      “Good, so you still have time to learn from an oldie like me,” she says, chuckling. “Do yourself a favor and pick the man who drives you crazy in every way, not the one who looks good on paper.”
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      “Are you ready?” I ask, motioning to the recorder.

      I don’t mean to be rude, but she’s gone on with dating advice for the past ten minutes, and I’m not trying to be here all night. I don’t particularly want to think about dating either.

      Evelyn nods, and I press the record button before setting the device on the velour cushion beside me.

      “Today is April third, and I’m with the critically acclaimed pianist, Ms. Evelyn Krause, in her beautiful Upper East Side home. Ms. Krause contacted Chord & Classic regarding our Unmasked feature. Evelyn, what piqued your interest about Unmasked in particular?”

      I’m curious to hear her answer since she’s spent the last two decades living her best life here. Why invite the outside world into your haven? And why Unmasked? It’s not like Chord & Classic is a major magazine. We cover the local arts. We’re not Rolling Stone or Entertainment Weekly.

      I ready my tablet and stylus, my go-to weapons for staying on track during interviews. It’ll take them and a miracle to get me through this one.

      The back of my mind’s going a mile a minute with questions about everything but her. How Wolf got off the hook. If he’s said anything about me. If she knows how much of a wiener schnitzel he is.

      All the while, he’s looking at me, leering down from the wall and haunting me in his mother’s eyes. He’s everywhere, as always. A ghost eager to remind me he’s still here thriving as a lone Wolf, and I’m the sheep, running in the other direction, screaming.

      All with that stupid smug look memorialized on a canvas forever. I hope his grandkids hide the damn thing in a closet someday.

      “Unmasked is about revealing truth,” Evelyn says, her tone falling serious and pulling me back in. “The truth behind music. Behind the stage. Behind the performance. I want to bring truth and recognition where it’s needed most.”

      “What is your truth?” I ask.

      She sits up a little straighter in her chair, her head held high. “I have multiple sclerosis, and it stole the stage from me for all these years, but I’m ready to speak out to help others suffering from it.”

      I raise my eyes to hers from the tablet. “That’s incredibly brave.”

      She scoffs. “I’m a rich old lady whose greatest daily struggle is playing ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’ without messing it up. A staff cares for me twenty-four seven. I don’t even wash my own hair if you can believe it. The brave are the ones fighting without help or resources. The ones facing a new diagnosis alone, scared, and confused.”

      “You’re still brave,” I argue, though I should keep my damn mouth shut. The woman’s entitled to her feelings. “You’re still getting up each day. When I came in here, you were playing the piano. That alone is telling MS to suck a bag of beans.”

      Oh, hell. I hope Chantal doesn’t ask to review today’s tape, or she’ll totally rip me for that last one. I have a bad habit of speaking off the cuff.

      Journalism isn’t my dream field by any means, but it pays the bills for now, and I’m slowly getting better at this whole professional thing.

      Until the beans comment, at least.

      Rather than throw me out or gasp in horror, Evelyn laughs.

      Cackles, really.

      She laughs so hard the door behind us flies open and in storms Darren.

      “Is everything all right?” he asks, eyeing me like I’m battering the woman.

      With tears shimmering in her eyes, Evelyn squeaks out, “Oh, suck a bag of beans, Darren!” Before she loses it all over again.
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      “I received my diagnosis on my fortieth birthday,” Evelyn reveals before lifting her whiskey sour to her lips. “Happy birthday to me, right?”

      Darren brought us cocktails after our giggle fit, delivering Evelyn’s with a stern this is your only warning wide-eyed expression to which she gave an eye roll to when he wasn’t looking. I’m still unsure if he’s a butler or a caretaker, but the interactions between them keep me entertained.

      “It took five years, over fifty doctors, and countless appointments to get the correct diagnosis. First, it was migraines, then it was neuropathy. Another thought it was Lyme’s, and then some quack in Florida swore I had a tropical disease. But despite all that, I was ecstatic to have an actual adversary to battle. When your enemy has a face, it’s a lot easier to fight. Like those online, what are they called? Gremlins? People who say mean things behind fake accounts. Who are they?”

      I smile. “Trolls.”

      “Yes, trolls. When you don’t know what’s wrong, it’s like fighting an army of little trolls hiding around your body, poking and prodding when you’re at your lowest. Once they have a name, you’re able to set up a plan and eliminate them one by one.”

      She falls quiet, stirring her cocktail with her plastic mixer. “Wolf took it so hard. I think he wanted it all to be in my head, as his father always told him it was. As if a crazy mother wasn’t still a sick mother or something.”

      My stomach knots, and now I’m the one downing my drink, a Tom Collins Darren went a little heavy on the gin with. I’m not complaining. The more, booze the better.

      I might want to throat punch Wolf but hearing about him brokenhearted over his mother is too much.

      She continues on, “I shut myself off from the world once it became clear my days onstage were over. My hands would only get worse along with the tremors, and then with my research into the disease came all-out hysteria. Can you imagine reading you’ll be in diapers or never walk again? I sobbed my heart out for my entire shoe collection. It was all the silly vanities in life slapping me left and right at first. But that’s normal. You’re allowed to mourn anything and everything while grieving. It’s like breaking up with your first boyfriend. He’s so minor in the grand scheme of things, but you still think of him from time to time. It might be how much of a twerp he was, or you get curious and look him up on the Facebook.”

      The Facebook. This lady is precious.

      “Did you do that?” I ask. “Look someone up, that is.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “Oh, dear God, no. Do you think Lurch out there would let me out of his sight? What about you?”

      Well, crap.

      My face heats now that the spotlight is on me. “I’ve looked up an ex,” I admit, not wanting to lie. She’s revealing so much. It’s only fair I do the same. “But nothing ever came of it.”

      Nothing but tears.

      I’ve had my moments of weakness over the last few months. I’d gone a little overboard too, blocking Wolf on my personal social media while creating fake profiles to peek in on him from time to time. No surprise, but the man has everything locked down like Fort Knox. Being denied the chance to creep on my ex-whatever was extra cruel. I deserved to see him a little mopey, even if he was mourning his freedom and not me, though the former clearly never happened. No one goes solo as a lawyer with a criminal record.

      “Tell me about him,” she says, stirring her drink again. “Did you love him?”

      Oof. I walked into that with my eyes wide open.

      “No, it wasn’t serious.”

      She smiles. “It doesn’t need to be serious to love someone. It can be absolutely ridiculous too.”

      Her eyes home in on the recorder, and she motions for me to shut it off, which I do.

      “I’ll let you in on something I’ve never told anyone if you can keep a secret.”

      The guilt comes rushing back again. I’m hearing something I have no business hearing. I’m her son’s ex to some degree, and she doesn’t know. This isn’t right.

      She continues on, “I was with a man before my ex-husband of forty years. It was brief, but it was something, and I loved him fiercely. I can tell you now, as an old lady, that our week together in Charleston was everything. Had I had a backbone and more heart at twenty, I would’ve stayed down there and said to hell with the world.”

      Make it stop. My heart practically begs me to.

      “But then you wouldn’t have Wolf,” I pipe in.

      Her eyes drift back to the painting before shifting to the drink in her hand. “And that’s the only reason I sleep at night. It also doesn’t hurt that that man from so long ago now makes my drinks strong, like I like.”

      I know my jaw is hanging open, and I don't care.

      Evelyn Krause has completely, utterly, and totally blown my freaking mind.

      "You and Darren are a thing?"

      This sweet little lady is boning the Monopoly Guy?

      Color me shocked.

      Evelyn smiles coyly, eyeing the recorder that's off, per her request. "My ex-husband wasn't the only one with secrets."

      Is it weird I want to give her a high-five right now? I mean, cheating on someone isn't something to celebrate, but this kind of feels like we should throw a party. No, a gala. With press. And cake. Possibly hats too.

      "For how long?"

      She rocks her head side to side, thinking. "Maybe eighteen, nineteen years, now. Kip and I... we had a mutual understanding after one of his most serious transgressions, resulting in a child."

      And as quickly as it appeared, the balloon of joy in my chest pops.

      A child. Wolf has a sibling.

      "Does Wolf...?"

      "No, and I'm not sure he will ever know. Wolf is fiercely protective and still reeling from what happened at the firm. If he found out his father flaunted his baby sister in front of me for almost two decades, knowing I knew the truth, he might actually kill him this time."

      This time. Because we all know what happened last time. The officer spared no details before letting me leave that night, making me promise to make better decisions.

      I took that promise to heart, leaving the camper and applying at Chord & Classic the next day. It took four interviews, but here I sit.

      But who the hell would Wolf’s baby sister be?

      Eighteen or nineteen years.

      "Alice is a lot like you. So beautiful and kind and smart. I wanted to hate her, but the more I wanted to, the more I grew fond of having her around, loving her like my own. Her mother, Kip's sister-in-law, Barb, has never been a good nurturer. She can't even mother a cat. They all run away."

      The truth hits me like a freight train.

      Wolf adores his cousin. They talked daily. Sometimes two or three times a day.

      Hell, I've only ever talked to her on the phone, and I love Alice.

      "She's due in for a visit today," Evelyn reveals, smiling. "If we're lucky, Wolf will stop in too."
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      “Are you coming tonight?”

      I shoulder past a man in ill-fitting sweatpants on the sidewalk. “I don’t know.”

      Dinner with my mother and Alice sounds nice in theory, but it would also be yet another nag fest. I’ve learned to stick to brief coffee dates, keeping the conversation light and focused on things that can’t wander back to Maribel. Both tag-team me now since Alice has a big mouth.

      It was a long enough day at the firm, with most of my morning spent talking to forensic accountants and detectives while my afternoon dragged on with a slew of client appointments. It’s a familiar pattern since the feds raided Kip’s office in November. He didn’t fire me that day at the police station, but sometimes, I wish he had. Then I wouldn’t be dealing with this headache.

      “Come on. I have a surprise for you.”

      “I hate surprises.”

      Particularly ones from Alice. Nine times out of ten they involve some sort of phallic object.

      “This is a good one.”

      “Now I’m definitely not coming.”

      I should’ve taken a cab home. This is a shit night to walk. Yesterday was leg day, and I’m feeling its effects in force. My thighs are screaming with every step.

      “Stop being an ass. I worked hard on this one.”

      “Don’t tell me you cooked.” The last time she attempted, I ended up wishing for death in the bathroom later.

      “Maybe.”

      “Al, you can’t cook for shit.”

      “I took lessons.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. I could sign up for pilot lessons, but you still shouldn’t fly with me.”

      “What if I told you I ordered in?” she asks. “Your absolute favorite thing to eat.”

      I’m assuming that’s steak, but I have no idea from where. I’m a regular at too many restaurants across the city to narrow it down.

      “Please tell me you didn’t spend money already.”

      I’m only a block from home, and nothing sounds better than stripping out of this suit, taking a hot shower, and escaping the world with a bottle of something inebriating.

      “Afraid so.”

      “Dammit, Al.”

      “I promise it’s worth the trip.”

      I check my watch, frowning. It’s five-thirty now, and by some miracle, is the earliest I’ve left the office since getting back into town in November, coincidentally on the evening of the raid.

      Talk about a first week back.

      “I can be there in a half hour, but I’m not staying late. I have a full day of meetings tomorrow.”

      She squeals. “You won’t regret it.”

      As I hang up, I can’t help but think she’s full of it.
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      My mother’s house is only a handful of blocks north of mine, so it isn’t that far out of my way. I’d purposely bought close to her, knowing her diagnosis, and after the last few months, the short distance has turned out to be a blessing.

      She has a care team with her around the clock, but I still like to pop in at least every other day now that Kip isn’t there. Moving him out had been a process, but thankfully, him being in federal custody made things somewhat easier, and I was able to ship his belongings to a storage locker he can access whenever he gets out. We’ll find out exactly when that is once he goes to trial, which isn’t for another five months.

      Turns out that while Kip doesn’t care about cheating and dodging responsibility, the government does, and since he decided to embezzle from a few of his clients and skip out on taxes for his arm of the business, he’s looking at a few years behind bars and a whole lot of restitution payments and fines.

      To say I’m happy is an understatement.

      I can only think of one other thing that would make me happier, and that’s an impossibility. I already looked.

      I spent a week in Silver Ridge after getting released and found nothing. I couldn’t find where she lived. Where she worked.

      No one in town would talk to me either.

      She disappeared, taking a piece of me with her.

      Walking along 5th Avenue, I dodge pedestrians, most of whom are gawking at Central Park. I have to laugh to myself.

      Leave it to New Yorkers to think this is nature.

      A perfectly controlled park in the middle of a human wasteland.

      Gotta love it.

      I cut onto East 88th Street, passing the manicured stoops until I reach the one attached to my childhood home, the picturesque mansion still as overly formal as ever.

      Mom’s trying to convince me to buy on her street, but that won’t happen. As much as I love my childhood home and neighborhood for some memories, the negative far outweigh the positive.

      Besides, I’m already eyeing more property. It’s just not in the city.

      I let myself in, not wanting to disturb Darren, who I know is most likely upstairs waiting on Mom’s every whim. He’s a damn good employee, having been with her for years. I wish I could find people that loyal.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket when I’m halfway to the dining room, the house suspiciously quiet, empty, and scentless for an alleged dinner.

      
        
        Alice: Meet us in the gallery when you get in.

      

      

      Nope. Don’t like this.

      I know Alice, and this has setup written all over it.

      She’s probably waiting in there with a bunch of embarrassing balloons and she’s going to film my reaction for a damn TikTok.

      
        
        Me: Mom up there with you?

      

      

      Mom won’t let her torture me with TikTok. Mom also won’t allow any shenanigans in her gallery, the more I think about it. It’s her happy place overlooking the greenhouse.

      
        
        Alice: Yes! And your surprise.

      

      

      
        
        Me: Bring it to me. I’m downstairs.

      

      

      
        
        Alice: I can’t. It’s stationary at the moment.

      

      

      
        
        Me: I thought you said it’s my favorite thing to eat. It better always be stationary.

      

      

      
        
        Alice: You’ll see what I mean if you get your stupid ass upstairs. Take the elevator. It’s faster, and you don’t want to be sweaty.

      

      

      Out of spite, I take the rear stairs, circling up three flights of winding steps and hating myself every inch of the way. It seems spite overrules memory and common sense, so leg day is now sending a reminder of its presence, throbbing through my muscles.

      Laughter comes from the gallery doors when I reach the top.

      Darren’s waiting outside them with his head bowed, and he gives me a rigid wave when he sees me. “Nice to see you again, Wolf.”

      “How is she?” I ask.

      I like Darren, and I know he’ll give it to me straight about Mom. He doesn’t sugarcoat anything.

      A rare smile touches his lips. “I haven’t heard her laugh this much in years.”

      “Alice has that effect on people.” I grip the handle and step into the room, spotting my cousin on the yellow couch facing me, her blonde curls hanging freely in a wild mane. Mom and a guest are on the other, their backs to me.

      Alice is in town for Spring Break, crashing here instead of at my place for once. I’m slightly offended by the change in plans, but I won’t tell her that. Besides, I know Mom loves having the company.

      I don’t recognize whoever is next to Mom, and I don’t think anyone but Alice realizes I’m here. Even so, her eyes only drift up to me momentarily before fluttering back to Mom.

      Again, unusual.

      Alice is known for tackling hugs.

      “A lot of musicians say their first love was music,” Mom says. “And that’s true for some, yes, but for me, my first love was and will forever be motherhood.”

      It isn’t until I’m a few steps into the room that I realize she’s giving some sort of interview. The glowing red light of a recorder on the coffee table between everyone gives it away.

      It’s also then that I get a good look at the side profile of the woman beside her and a baseball bat of recognition hits me.

      There, with her hair tucked into a bun sits Maribel.

      My Maribel.

      Her nose ring is gone, as is her pink-streaked hair, replaced with a generic brown all over, a touch darker than the caramel I remember.

      I gape at her, not sure if I’m hallucinating or stuck in a dream. “Marb?”

      Her eyes flick to me, the blue-green hue as bright and beautiful as ever.

      Mom falls silent and smiles.

      Alice is pleased with herself too, mirroring with her own Cheshire grin. “Maribel, you remember my cousin, Wolf, right?”

      Maribel reaches out and shuts off the recorder before tossing it into a satchel along with a tablet. “I do. But I think we have enough material for the piece, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to head out. It was nice meeting you, Evelyn. You too, Alice.”

      “Let me walk you,” I offer.

      She gives me a pained smile, her eyes glossy. “I’d rather walk on broken glass but thank you.”

      Both Mom and Alice lose it, laughing uncontrollably, but Maribel’s already on her feet, pitching her bag over her shoulder before rushing for the door.

      I follow. “We need to talk.”

      She waits until we’re down the hall by the elevator to explode. “Who is this we you speak of? There is no we here.”

      “We have a lot to talk about. You still owe me a talk from six months ago.”

      She shakes her head, and then I see it, the first tear falling. “You don’t get to reap that now. Those promises died the night you got arrested.”

      I snag her wrist and pull her into the room to my immediate left, which happens to be one of the countless guest rooms, but it is what it is.

      She doesn’t fight or scream, rather she follows along as if resigned to her fate.

      “Do you know what I got arrested for?” I ask.

      Another tear falls. “Punching your father.”

      “Do you know why I punched my father?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You don’t go around punching—”

      “He was fucking my assistant in his office,” I answer, cutting her off. “All while my mother is here having to fight to walk a few baby steps a day at most. You can hate me all you want for getting arrested, but you have no right to judge me for doing what I did. I’m not sorry, and though the charges were dropped, I’d do it again, even if they stuck.”

      She wipes at her face. “Why didn’t you tell me? From the start. You led me to believe you were some—”

      “I didn’t know how,” I say. “I had no other option but to stay at the camper, and I wasn’t expecting to fall for you. I’m the same man you met there, Marb. A grouchy, strait-laced son of a bitch who hates swimming in duck poop water and eating oysters.”

      She snorts. “Fall for me?”

      “Shut up. Like you didn’t fall right back.”

      “I think you’re confused tingling in your genitals with tingling in your heart.”

      I shake my head, hooking my hands in hers. “Listen, there’s a saying about losing your marbles, and now that I’ve lost mine, I get it.”

      “I’m not following…”

      “I know it sounds crazy. Most people have a few of them, but I only have one, and since I lost my Marble, everything in my life has gone to complete and utter shit.”

      A smile cuts through the tears. “I don’t know, you’re still doing well for yourself. That’s a pricey suit you have on.”

      “My father’s in jail, I work nearly twenty-hour days sometimes, and I haven’t had my girl. I’d say it’s pretty shitty.”

      “But at least you have a nice suit?” she offers before lifting my left hand. “And a fixed hand.”

      “Fuck the suit,” I snap. “And fuck that hand. I had two surgeries on that damn thing. Now tell me what the hell you’re doing in New York. I looked everywhere for you, and you wind up here. How?”

      “I took a job with a magazine in January, and it brought me here. Before that, I was a broke freelancer who was counting on an eleven-grand payday but got shorted by some lawyer douchebag.”

      “You’ll have twenty-two thousand in your account by morning. Consider it’s double with interest.”

      Her eyes well up again, and she tries valiantly to keep the tears at bay. “I can’t accept that.”

      “So, kiss me and accept it anyway.”

      “I can’t accept that either.”

      “Why?”

      Her shoulders shake as she bows her head. “Because I can’t afford to fall in love with you again.”

      “Again? So, you admit it?”

      She raises her head, meeting me eye for eye. “Of course, I admit it. Do you know how hard it is to get over someone like you? You aren’t some random dude at a bar. You have everything. You’re a walking happily ever after with the great body and the career and the magic dick.”

      I try not to dwell too much on the magic dick comment, especially here and now. I don’t need to know I have a dick in my mother’s house.

      “So, take it.”

      Her fingers curl with mine, flexing. “I can’t risk having it taken away again.”

      “Let me earn it back, at least,” I propose. “Please.”
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            Maribel

          

        

      

    

    
      They say insanity is doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting different results.

      So, I guess I fall in the insane column, and based on the man beside me, I’m in good company.

      Wolf’s fingers are threaded in mine as we walk in the front doors of Play-Dog-Play.

      “I can’t believe you send him to daycare,” Wolf mutters. “This is so not Nibble’s scene.”

      I press the bell, and the girls at the front desk buzz us in the secondary security doors. “He can’t spend all day in an apartment.”

      The Newfoundland would be miserable in a four-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot box all day, and he’d eat another hunk of carpet. My landlord would also throw me out on the street.

      While the camper was smaller and the farm apartment wasn’t much better, I was also home with him at both places, and he got more than enough exercise every day. Now I’m running out the door with him at six o’clock to make it to doggy daycare and the office on time.

      “I have rooftop terrace. He can spend his days there with a dog sitter who will walk his fluffy ass all over the Upper East Side.”

      I shake my head, crossing the blue tile to the front desk. “He has friends here. They eat breakfast and dinner together.”

      “Probably a bunch of bad ones that will ruin his training,” he argues. “We’ll get him a friend. Maybe a Saint Bernard. Something equally large, drooly, and hairy.”

      “I’m not getting another dog.”

      I can’t fit another dog in my apartment, and Nibble keeps me busy enough. I’ve gone through two vacuums so far in four months. None of these overpriced bougie ones can keep up with his mane.

      “For Nibble?” the redhead, Debbie, asks, looking between me and the suit-clad Wolf, almost in shock.

      A teenager with a shaggy bob and a septum piercing, she’s one of Nibble’s favorite people to tackle with hugs here. She also apparently doesn’t think I can pull a hot career guy.

      I nod, pulling out my wallet and flashing my ID. “Nibble Cruz.”

      She disappears through the rear door marked employees only.

      Wolf’s too busy scrutinizing every inch of the lobby, his face scrunched. “It’s too loud in here for him.”

      “Dogs bark, Wolf. Like you growl.”

      “I don’t growl.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      The other girl at the desk, Aniston, quits eye-fucking him to laugh.

      Wolf looks me over with dark eyes, serious. “I don’t.”

      I shoot him a wink. “You do, trust me.”

      He wants to continue the argument, but Nibble interrupts us, galloping out the employee door with his blue leash dragging and Debbie running after. He barrels around the desk, powering through the gate, and goes to me first, tail wagging. His blueberry dog cologne fills the air, a lingering hint of today’s bath.

      Onsite grooming is also why he spends Monday to Friday at this place, with a monthly bath included in the admission.

      I pat his side, but then it clicks who is standing next to me and he starts barking and bouncing, jumping all over Wolf’s gray suit.

      His expensive as fuck gray suit.

      I expect a yell that never comes.

      Instead, Wolf drops to his knees, right on the tile, and hugs the dog close.
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      “So, this is where the magic happens?” Wolf teases, MTV Cribs’ style.

      I glare at him over my shoulder as I kick off my heels and set them on the shoe rack hidden away in the closet.

      He’s circling the bedroom area of my studio apartment, taking in the blandness, probably judging me for not sleeping on an ostrich duvet like him. Or whatever the hell his bedding is.

      “No magic happens in here, Mr. Krüger.” I hang up my satchel and slide the closet door closed before Nibble sneaks in and runs off with a pump.

      “Lies.”

      I turn, and see Wolf rocking my kindle side to side.

      “Oh, that magic. Yeah, that one is still ongoing.”

      A lot of that magic has happened since October, along with the battery-powered kind tucked away in my drawer. I have it hidden under a mountain of tampons now that my parents visit once a month. I learned the hard way Mom still doesn’t know to not open drawers on a whim. She hasn’t looked me in the eye in the two months since she learned that rabbits don’t only hop.

      He sets the e-reader down on my bedside table and crosses toward me, his usual cocky smirk nowhere in sight. “I’m happy to hear no other kind has.”

      “I’m celibate,” I explain, shrugging. “I had a wild October I’m still recovering from.”

      And no other man has stirred my interest since then. Wolf Krüger broke the damn mold for me.

      He stops a step away, stuffing his hands into his suit pants’ pockets. “That was an exhausting month. I’ve been on the mend myself.”

      “It’s a good thing we had five or so to recuperate, right?” I ask, unbuttoning my blouse.

      I’m not wasting any time getting back into the swing of things. Wolf is in my apartment, wearing some fuck me now suit, and I’m more than willing to answer its command.

      His smirk is back, melting my insides as it always has, but my hands don’t falter, still drifting down the satin, button by button. “Marble, are you coming onto me?”

      “It depends. Do you need a warmup first, Mr. Krüger? I hear men your age do.”

      His nostrils flare, but he remains unmoved, watching me. “We once discussed that mouth of yours. On a chair, I believe?”

      My pussy clenches, remembering him going all in on my mouth, hand threaded in my hair while he took what he needed. One of many times I met the beast he loves to pretend isn’t there. There’s a power that comes with it, a shared secret between the two of us.

      “Is that what we’re doing tonight? Discussing things?” I ask.

      My nipples are already aching under my bra, the stiff padding proving torturous in Wolf’s presence.

      He shakes his head. “We have a lifetime to figure shit out.”

      “Like?”

      “When you’re moving in my place so I can fuck you whenever I want, for one,” he says, sounding bored. “Then when you’re going to put your piercings back in and fix your hair.”

      “Fix?” I ask, shrugging out of my blouse. I toss it to the kitchenette before unfastening my hair clip, letting the waves fall free of their bun prison.

      There’s nothing to fix. I spent a fortune getting it professionally dyed this color, a natural shade like Chord & Classic requires.

      “My Maribel has pink hair and piercings,” he says, reaching a finger out to poke my ring-free nostril. He trails it down, skimming my cheek, jaw, and neck before finally circling the cup of my bra. “And if these are gone, I’m going to be sorely disappointed.”

      “Why don’t you check for yourself?”

      Not needing to be told twice, he does just that, slipping a hand around my back to unfasten my bra. I let it fall to the floor, revealing the truth, and based on the obvious bulge at the front of his suit pants, he likes what he sees.

      “Good.”

      I snort. “Good? They’re fucking great.”

      “All right, Tony,” he taunts, chuckling like his stupid cartoon tiger line is what I want to hear right now.

      “Wolf, if you don’t fuck me right now, you can take that plan about me moving in and shove it up your ass.”

      He’d brought up earlier too, on the cab ride from Evelyn’s to the doggy daycare, and while at first, it scared me, I’ve softened to the idea of waking up with him again. To throwing this boxed idea of adulthood out the window and doing something crazy again. Something wild. Something me.

      I miss that girl with the pink hair too. The one with the nose ring and the pain in the ass freelance clients that continue to keep her up at all hours when she’s not withering away in a cubicle at Chord & Classic to make her two-thousand-dollar rent for a shoebox in Murray Hill. She’s still in here somewhere, screaming.

      I’ve barely blinked when my pants are gone, ripped down and off along with my less than sexy navy-blue hipsters. In the frenzy, I’m spun, and I get an up-close view of my kitchen countertop.

      I know what’s coming before I hear the hiss of a zipper. Before I’m lifted. Before the heaviness prods at my bare pussy from behind. Before one hard thrust sends my face sliding across the cold stone, forcing out a moan that’s been trapped for what feels like an eternity.

      Wolf fills me, as always, but he also reaches the hollows carved by our months apart. They’re gone, replaced with blinding heat.

      Every thrust takes me higher, and that girl I tried to hide comes roaring back, rolling her hips against Wolf’s, seeking her own pleasure. She’s as wild as he is, crying out when he grinds forward, getting more aroused with every slap of skin.

      My upstairs neighbor, Ms. Flannigan, is stomping away above, yelling something about keeping it down, but she’s going to have to fuck off because there’s no way I can keep quiet now. I’ve tolerated her morning jazzercise on the weekends. She can handle my first and only dick appointment in this apartment. After this, we’ll be Wolf’s neighbors’ problem.

      I don’t know who comes first.

      All I know is that one moment I’m climbing the mountain, and the next I’m thrown off it, spasming around Wolf as he yells out, pounding into me in jagged pumps.

      And then it’s over.

      He’s the first to recover, straightening and righting himself in his pants before swearing low. “Fucking Nibble.”

      I push away from the counter, expecting to see my blouse in the dog’s mouth, but instead see him watching us intently.

      “Next time he goes in the bathroom.”

      Wolf presses a hard, unexpected kiss to my lips—the first since October, oddly enough. We barreled past the bases today, running a homerun before all else, which is fitting, given our history.

      “There will be no next time here,” he mumbles, before kissing me again, backing me into the counter and staking a claim on my mouth. He only comes up for air when someone starts pounding on my front door, summoning a solitary woof out of Nibble.

      It’s Ms. Flannigan, screaming about morals.

      Wolf gestures for me to stay put before strolling to the door, cracking it open. Instinctively, I shield myself, though there’s no way she can see me from here.

      “Good afternoon, can I help you?”

      Ms. Flannigan practically roars at him, no doubt set off by his calm, collected demeanor. “Has anyone taught you manners?”

      I bite my lip to hold in a laugh. He doesn’t know what he’s getting himself into with her. She isn’t as easy to steamroll over as Silver Ridge’s Rosemarie. Ms. Flannigan is mean as hell.

      “What kind of manners?” he asks.

      “The kind where you’re quiet and respectful of your neighbors.”

      He shakes his head, tsking his tongue. “I’m sorry, but that’s awfully bold coming from the woman who just gave the performance of a lifetime above this apartment. How are you even walking right now?”

      Ms. Flannigan sputters, but he doesn’t let her finish.

      “Listen, we’re moving. I can’t have my dog or my Maribel listening to your sexcapades.” He shuts the door in her face, setting the lock.

      “She’s going to have a fit,” I warn.

      He shrugs. “Who cares? Pack a bag, Marb. We’re going home.”

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Five Years Later

        

      

    

    
      "Are we there yet?"

      “If you ask that question again, I’m going to pull over and leave you for the wolves,” I warn, meeting a pair of wide blue-green eyes in the rearview mirror.

      Maribel looks up from her kindle, the device resting on her bump containing our family’s next addition, a son due in three short months. “She’s four, babe, and you are the Wolf. Chill.”

      “She’s a mini-Marble,” I mumble before looking back to our daughter in the mirror. “Watch the movie, Val. Tell me what happens to Olaf when we get there. I’m dying to know.”

      “You know he gets ‘paled,” she protests, thumping her head back against her car seat. “He gets ‘paled every time, Daddy.”

      Nibble glances at his human sibling from his perch in the rear, semi-alarmed at her attitude. He’d better buckle up, because if Valencia is anything like her mom, we’ll all need a prayer and a lot of nightcaps to make it through life.

      Maribel grabs a tissue and dabs at her runny nose, her usual hoop swapped for a stud since her parents are meeting us out here. “Mommy had to make some potty stops. Relax.”

      “Some?” I jeer. “Try six.”

      “Your son is using my bladder as an ottoman.”

      Turning onto the sideroad, I pat her leg. “You’re allowed to pee, love. You can do whatever you want.”

      She does whatever she wants, and that’s the beauty of her.

      Maribel has blossomed into a force of nature. As the in-house writer at Mom’s foundation, she’s carved out a space doing what she loves: writing. Press releases. Blogs. Stories. She tackles every piece with the same fire she carries through the rest of life. She’s a natural, and I can’t be thankful enough that she agreed to help Mom with the charity, giving back to those who aren’t as fortunate in times of illness.

      It’s helped Mom tremendously too, providing an outlet and connecting her with others fighting the same valiant fight. It also distracted from Kip’s trial and subsequent sentencing of seven years in federal prison.

      “Well, I can’t get comfortable in this damn seat,” she complains, struggling with the side lever of the passenger seat. “Stupid minivan.”

      This stupid minivan was her idea, but I won’t bring that up right now. It’s a touchy subject with her. Something about being a soccer mom.

      “There’s another one lower, and if you feel around, there are buttons to help adjust the lumbar pressure.”

      She shoots me a side eye. “How do you know? Did the salesguy show you?”

      I grin at the winding road. “I read a manual once.”
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      We pull into the driveway at a little after three o’clock, and Maribel’s parents are already waiting outside on the porch with Mom, Darren, and Alice.

      My wife is sound asleep, like our daughter, so I give her a tiny nudge to stir her awake so she can enjoy the moment before the madness begins.

      “Welcome home, Marb.”

      She stirs groggily. “What? Why did we go home?”

      “Home away from home,” I correct.

      This could be our home if she wanted, but I think living out in the boonies full-time with me, two kids, and a dog might be a little too much. Besides, she’s fallen in love with the city’s music scene.

      Her eyes go wide as she takes in the towering lake house in front of us. “Is this…?”

      “It’s the lake house.” I nod, and almost regret surprising a pregnant woman when she bursts into tears.

      She turns to me, her face scrunched. “You bought it? You really bought it?”

      “With money. I didn’t have to sell my soul or anything.”

      That’s not entirely true. I did sell my soul to start my law career, but then I did some searching and found it again before selling off the law firm for good. Now I’m a full-time dad, dog wrangler, and Maribel’s arm candy and face seat.

      I open my car door and head to hers. Her mother is already tearing open the rear, eager to get her hands on her grandbaby and letting Nibble out in the process.

      As soon as I open Maribel’s door, she launches herself at me, wrapping her arms around me the best she can with her bump. “I love you, so fucking much.”

      “Maribel!” her mother scolds.

      Not wanting to start World War Three over swearing, I slide my arm around my wife’s shoulders and guide her around back, waving at everyone in passing. They know we need a minute. That this is very much our space. Our bubble. Our sanctuary.

      It’s why I bought it the moment I found out who owned it, paying far more than they paid for it, and plopping down more for something extra special.

      “I can’t believe you did this, Wolf,” Maribel says through tears, looking out at the water in disbelief. The summer breeze is kicking up whitecaps, hinting at a storm on the horizon.

      “You did it too,” I say, gesturing back at Valencia. “You did all of this. You built this life for us.”

      She’s a super woman, really, planning our wedding in Spain while pregnant with Valencia. Helping me when the world came crashing down soon after we moved in together all those years ago, albeit briefly, when Alice took a DNA test to track her lineage and uncovered one hell of a family secret. Turns out Alice isn’t like a sister. She is a sister.

      But that’s what’s so beautiful about my wife. For as wild and reckless as she is with her pink hair and endless energy, she’s also a steady constant. My anchor.

      “Can you believe this all started over there?” she asks, shaking her head and pointing out across the water. “In some little dinky camper.”

      “Do you want to go see it?”

      She flinches. “What?”

      “Your parents have Val, and Alice has Nibble. We can take a ride over.”

      Almost on cue, Alice laughs, running along the back of the property with Nibble at her heels.

      Maribel smooths her hair over her shoulder, the pink strands catching the afternoon light and glowing. “What if it’s being rented?”

      “It’s not.”

      Her brows scrunch. “You checked with Desi?”

      “I bought it from Desi.”

      Her jaw drops. “You what?”

      I lean in, pressing a kiss beneath her ear. “How about we go see if we’re as flexible as we used to be?”
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Rise of the Dragons

        

      

    

    
      Amelia

      A life in the dirt of society was the price I paid for my freedom.

      

      So I ran.

      

      All I had to do was survive. It wasn't too bad, until Crace crashed into my life with the promise of retaliation if I fucked things up for him.

      

      But the man of steal had a weakness that he refused to accept: me. I can't escape, and for the first time I'm not sure if I want to.

      

      Crace

      All I had to do was complete my jobs and I’d have enough money to get out of this shithole. Sure it was a little less than legal, but it would have been worth it. A better life was in sight.

      

      Until she showed up and made me question everything I'd ever believed. And everything I'd ever wanted.

      

      When an opportunity to rise up in this world comes knocking, it's almost too tempting to refuse. Can Amelia and I learn to work together and swear our loyalty as Dragons, or will our stubborness and impulsive behaviors be our downfall?
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      Being invisible was my greatest life skill. No one ever knew what I was up to until it was too late--like right now as my gaze flicked around the small convenience store, waiting to make my move.

      The beef jerky and loaf of bread fit comfortably between my ribcage and oversized jacket, the one I wore specifically for times such as this. I never wanted much, only the bare necessities to survive. However, the world didn’t like those who only took and didn’t give back. This was the life I chose.

      I looked toward the checkout counter again. If I could hurry past when the clerk had his back turned, I could get away. Never mind the security camera, I never stayed in one town long enough to ever be found, so a blurry picture of my face hidden behind matted and tangled hair didn’t matter much. That was the benefit of a life on the run, I always got away with everything.

      It had been five years since I came home and found my overdosed parents flat out on the filthy living room floor. It wasn’t much different than any other Thursday night for my fifteen-year-old self, but this time they didn’t wake up, and they never would again.

      I hadn’t cried. If anything, I had only felt relief that I would never have to go back to a loveless home, that smelled like constant decay, ever again. It surprised me that not having a home for the last five years, I was able to keep my clothes cleaner  than they had ever been while growing up.

      Crickets were loud outside the trailer we’d lived in. Their chirping was the melody that I burned the family trailer to, with my parents’ bodies a few feet from the door, right underneath the oak tree where my wooden swing hung. I couldn’t let the police search the trailer. They would find the needles hidden in my stuffed teddy bear, the dime bags in my piggy bank, and the gun in my pillow, which was now strapped to my calf and hidden by a pair of old, tattered brown cargo pants.

      I’d been on the run since then, living on the streets and changing towns every couple of months in order to stay off the radar. I would never trust anyone enough that could put me in a shitty situation like that again. Finally, I was the one in control of my own life.

      I refused to go into foster care, and now I refused to live in the system at all. Nobody owned me, and it would stay that way for as long as I kept breathing. Even my grave was likely to be yellowing newspapers and ratty blankets, owned by no one.

      That was how I ended up in Baxtin. With one bag that held my few possessions, I had stepped into the area that was a mixture between a town and a city and got to work searching for a place to snatch enough food to make my stomach stop growling for a day.

      I was prepared to grab this bread and jerky the moment I walked into this small convenience store on a busy street with a crowd that I could easily disappear into. It would satiate my stomach for a week, and I wouldn’t need to steal again for a few more days. Minimal work for a minimal reward. Nothing else mattered as long as I remained in control of my own life.

      What I wasn’t prepared for, was the pair of dark brown eyes that appeared when I removed the loaf of bread from the top shelf. I’d gasped and taken a step back, and then glared. I would have criticized this stranger for being so creepy, but I didn’t want to alert the clerk. I’d only arrived in Baxtin a week ago, I wasn’t set to leave so soon.

      Ignoring the watchful gaze of the stranger, I’d looked over at the counter as I closed my jacket around the items that I suddenly held so dear. The man behind the counter had his back turned, and lucky for me, the stranger went back to his own perusal of the shelf in front of him. Now was my chance.

      I was almost to the door when fingers wrapped around my wrist and yanked me back. “Chellie, call the cops, I got her!” the clerk called over his shoulder to the female clerk behind the counter who was shakily holding the phone to her ear.

      My eyes widened with fear. I’d never been caught before.

      He looked at me with malice. “You think you can come in here and steal from me? To steal from my family? I don’t know how you criminals expect me to put food on the table if you keep stealing from me, but this time you’re not getting away.”

      “No, you don’t understand.” My stomach growled something fierce. “I need food too.”

      “Then earn it like everyone else. Stop stealing from us who actually work for it.” He didn’t understand. Nobody ever understood. They could never look beyond my worn-out clothes and layers of dirt to see that it was me beneath. I had a life and a story, too, but I held that as closely guarded as I did my freedom.

      Sirens sounded down the street. I pulled as hard as I could. His grip tightened around my wrist.

      “Please,” I begged. I tugged my arm, but it was no use against his strong grip. The reality of being caught and arrested settled into the pit of my stomach like a stone. This couldn’t be how it ended. Not now, not after all these years of being free and out of the hands of people who did nothing but hurt me.

      Before I could scream and really panic, possibly beg some more, glass shattered nearby, and hard objects hit the walls. Something small flew by my head, but I didn’t register what it was.

      “What the…” I heard a smack. The man’s grip loosened, and someone else grabbed me by the arm and tugged hard. We ran through the doors and down the street, turning one corner as soon as cops with their blaring sirens turned onto the street from the opposite end.

      We didn’t stop running. We ran and ran until I was out of breath and falling behind because I was panting so hard. Finally, when we came to a stop, I ripped my arm from his grasp.

      I looked up to thank my savior and was met with the same creepy dark brown eyes that were watching me over the shelf in the drug store. They peered out from the recesses of his hood. “You,” I gasped out.

      “I think what you mean is thank you.” He lowered his hood, exposing those dark brown eyes that now looked more beautiful in the sunlight, and brown hair that fell below his eyes, framing them perfectly. “And you’re welcome.”

      “Thank you,” I rushed out. I was truly grateful. He had no idea what he did for me just now. “Why were you watching me in there?”

      “You looked painfully out of place. I needed to make sure you didn’t fuck things up while I was still in the store. Good thing I was paying attention, too, you needed the help.”

      I rolled my eyes, but he continued.

      “Rookie that you are, you should be doing a lot more than thanking me.”

      I pulled my jacket tight around me and crossed my arms across my thin frame. I braced myself, ready to run or to sink my teeth into his hand.

      “Relax,” he said. “I’m not interested in that.” I raised an eyebrow. “No, I am interested in that, but not that. You know what? Nevermind.” He brushed his hair behind his ear, it was just long enough to stay there. “I won’t hurt you, I have far more important things to focus on. But what the fuck you were thinking, getting caught like that? Such a rookie mistake.” He thrust his finger toward my chest, and I huffed.

      “Believe me, getting caught wasn’t the plan. I’ve never been caught before.”

      “Was this your first time then?” He looked me up and down as though gauging my ability to survive.

      “Five years and going, actually, thank you very much,” I retorted.

      His eyes softened. Only a fraction, though. He still looked like he wanted to rip my throat out. Saving me seemed to be such an inconvenience for him, and I couldn’t wait to get out of here. “You need to be more careful. If the cops would have shown up, not only would you have been arrested, but I would have been, too.”

      “What do you have to do with any of this?” I crossed my arms.

      He stepped close so that he was towering over me, but I held my ground. He was a good foot taller than me. There was probably a good amount of muscle hidden beneath the layers of hoodies, he was strong enough to pull me free and drag me all the way here. He wasn’t going to intimidate me, though. Nobody knew my story, so no one had the right to judge based on what they saw. Outward appearances weren't everything.

      Slowly, he leaned in, his warm breath fanning my cheek. It sent a shiver through my body, and I didn’t want to pull away. Instead, I leaned into his warmth. “You must be new in town, so I’ll give you a hint. You’re not the only one who’s trying to survive out here, Sweetheart.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Of course I wasn’t the only one in this world with a fucked up life and an even more fucked up past. However, I couldn’t bring myself to argue. I stood there shocked, and found myself wondering what his story was. Even more so, I wanted to know why I even cared to know more about this mysterious man.

      Without another word, he pulled a granola bar from his pants pocket and bit into it as he brushed past me and disappeared onto the busy street beyond the alley.
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      Thoughts of the girl from earlier in the day swam through my mind. Who the hell did she think she was, waltzing into this town and getting caught right off the bat? This wasn’t some game, this was survival. If she was going to get caught, then it needed to be during a time and a location that didn’t put my own sorry ass at risk.

      The evening air chilled my bones and I shivered, even though I had three hoodies on. The midwest was a naturally cold place, and I didn’t always have protection from the elements.

      It was worth it, though. This was the life I chose, and if I had to be a little bit cold at times, then my freedom was worth it.

      I had thought about moving somewhere warmer, because the nights on the streets could get unbearable, but I didn’t want to fuck up all the progress I had made here. It wasn’t easy to start completely over, and I didn’t know how that insane woman could move here and act like she could walk into any place she wanted to and pick out whatever she wanted. Everyone else who knew these streets like I did, knew to stay away from that one particular drug store, if they weren’t going to go to the specific spot and face correctly enough away from the camera, it was the only way to not get caught there.

      It had time and time again been used as initiations. I’d seen poor kids dragged in by older kids who thought they ran the streets. I knew, because I was once one of those terrified newer kids. If they didn’t get caught, then they were taught to survive and then thrust out on their own if they weren’t useful enough to the ones who taught them the ropes. If they did get caught...well, I hadn’t seen any of them around here again, so I had no idea what happened to them.

      Thoughts of the woman ran through my mind. She looked as though she would blow over at the slightest gust of wind, but she also had a fierceness in her eyes that told me she could withstand any storm, and had probably seen the worst of them as well. I didn’t know why I was thinking about her at a time like this. I had shit to do, and distractions weren't what I needed right now.

      I was only a few weeks away from being able to own my own apartment for the first time since my mom was killed when I was seventeen years old, and I fled in order to survive.

      My dad had disappeared when I was too young to remember, and I had no other family I could go to. I lied when I told the cops I would go stay with an aunt and uncle. Instead, I went to the alley behind an arcade I used to frequent whenever I needed to get away from home, and slept there until I saw people meeting up in inconspicuous situations. I quickly learned a whole new world to street life, one that could put food in my mouth more often than not, even if it wasn’t done in legal ways.

      I had worked hard for this shitty life of mine, and I wasn’t going to let anyone fuck it up. Least of all, some damn out-of-towner.

      A black beat-up Cadillac pulled up to the sidewalk in front of me, and I picked up my pace. This was my stop. Only a few more of these transactions, and I would finally be able to have a warm place to lay my head down at night, and put my feet up during the day. Nobody was going to get in my way, not even a small woman who was sure to fuck up her own life in no time.

      The window rolled down as I neared. “Crace?” A gravelly voice asked. He was a new supplier. I normally didn’t deal with anyone new, but I was desperate to see the light at the end of this fucked up tunnel and needed the cash.

      I didn’t always give my name, but he’d gotten it from a group of people I had dealt with before. I knew they were good for their product, and they knew I was good for the money. The only wild card was having to take the chance that this guy was good for his word. Not to mention, some of my more reliable contacts had fallen for undercover cops and were now locked up for fuck knows how long.

      “You got it?” I asked.

      “Ten pounds worth, just what you ordered.” The driver patted the duffel bag that was on the passenger seat next to him. I pulled out the wad of bills, and he unzipped the bag, exposing the beautiful herb that was going to make me a lot of money. We exchanged goods, and he drove away while I descended into the shadows.

      Carrying this around in broad daylight was risky, but I didn’t have any other options. I did what I had to in order to survive, and in order to keep working toward being able to sleep on something that wasn’t the ground.

      I tossed the strap of the bag over my shoulder and hurried away. I didn’t dare go to where I was sleeping, in case someone had decided to follow. The closer I got to making enough money to have a warm bed with a bolted door, the more careful I was with every step I made.

      Except for earlier today when I saved Little Miss Blue Eyes from time in the slammer, and simultaneously setting me back years on my goal if we would have been caught. I wanted to someday know what it was like to sleep in a real bed. At least for one night, then they could take me away and I would rot in a prison cell with the memory of how comfortable my life had been for that one night.

      And I didn’t mean those shitty cots they had in the cells. Those were no better than concrete and newspapers. No. I wanted a real mattress, with clean sheets and a comforter. Large pillows, with pillowcases big enough to keep my firearm.

      I would have one in each room, secret hiding places that only I knew. If anything were to happen, no matter where I was, I would be prepared. Nobody would ever come into my sleeping area again, and walk away with anything less than a bullet in their brain.

      “Psst. Hey you.” The whisper caught me off guard and I spun around, wondering who the hell was whispering to me in this deserted alleyway. My grip on the duffel bag strap tightened so hard, I thought it might break. I knew I should have taken the main street. Even though there was more traffic there, it would have been easier to hide in the crowd of people hurrying from one place to another.

      A bald man walked up to me, looking no older than I was, so early twenties. He wore a clean suit, shiny black shoes, and pretty much everything but a black tie. I was so taken aback by his appearance, I stood there staring, instead of running away.

      “I know I don’t look like your typical criminal, which works in my favor whenever I want to get attention.” He grinned. “Nobody can run from me when they’re too busy figuring out why I’m dressed the way I am. Truth is, I like to dress this way. It makes people stop and think.”

      Was he for real? Who walked up to a complete stranger and began talking about the way they liked to dress? He must have dipped into his own product.

      “What do you want from me?” I tightened my grip on the duffle bag strap and brushed the hair from my eyes. If necessary, I would drop it, but I didn’t want to do that. This money was too valuable to me, and I had customers waiting, ready to pay me a pretty penny for every last ounce that was in this bag. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if I showed up empty handed.

      “Don’t worry, I don’t want your product,” he said, but I didn’t relax. The biggest rule of survival was to not trust anyone. “I want way more than that.” I tensed up, waiting to fight my way out of whatever insane price tag he was about to put out. He didn’t look like he ever fought a day in his life. I could take him if it came to that. “I want your services.”

      “I...I don’t believe I follow,” I stammered. What sort of services could I ever offer someone, other than what I was doing right this moment? Nobody came to seek me out unless they were desperate for an extra fix because they blew through what they had. Did this man want to dabble?

      “I’ve been watching you for a while now,” he said, and I took a step back. “I believe we could work well as partners. You see, I want to survive out here as much as you do.”

      I looked him up and down, head to toe, but still didn’t follow. I was as sure that he didn’t have experience in what I did, just as sure as I was that his head was bald, and I wasn’t in the state of mind to train a rookie.

      “I know my appearance may be surprising, but it helps me get what I want from other people more often than not.” He unbuttoned the white shirt and separated the two parts, exposing a long scar right down the side of his stomach. He pointed at it, as if he thought I missed it among all the unblemished skin that surrounded it. “This right here is where I took a knife to the gut in order to pay for my parents’ drugs for the week, except it only lasted them a couple days before they needed more.” He buttoned his shirt back up and took a step forward. I took another step back. “I could show you more scars, but the worst ones aren’t visible to the human eye. I’m tired of living by someone else’s rules. I’m ready to live by my own rules, and I want to recruit you.”

      “Why me?” I asked.

      “I see you buying pounds of product every week or two, and then reselling it for a higher price. I admire that kind of initiative, which is something I want to have on my team. Are you in?”

      “You’ve been watching me?” I took a step back.

      “We all watch what’s going on around us. The only ones not paying attention are the ones who live in luxury and are blind to the world beneath their feet. I kept watching you because you interest me, in a good way.”

      “You don’t even know me.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I’d like to get to know you. So what do you say?” He held out his hand and waited for me to shake it.

      “What are your terms?” I asked, not bothering to touch his hand. I didn’t trust him in the slightest, but he intrigued me. I hated to admit it, but I was also flattered that someone actually noticed me and was impressed. It made me stop and want to listen, even if this all turned out to be horse shit.

      He grinned wide. “I’m so glad you asked. My name is Desmund.”
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      I sat on the ground with my back to a brick building overlooking a park, and stuffed two slices of bread into my mouth. It was gone within seconds, and I had to tie off the rest to keep myself from finishing the whole loaf, while I reached for the jerky.

      My body could surely use it. Since I’d begun living on the streets, I spent my time hiding in the dark, sleeping, or running away either from thugs who wanted to hurt me, or cops who wanted to catch me. Nobody had come so close as to lay a hand on me, until today.

      The thought made me shudder. I’d come so close to finding myself locked away behind bars. Sure, a cold cell and rock hard cot would be warmer and more comfortable than the asphalt of the outside world, but nothing would ever compare to freedom.

      I spent most of my teenage life watching my parents become a slave to their favorite drug, and I swore that would never happen to me. No matter how hard it was, I had the full intention of living a drug-free life filled with freedom and free will. Nobody told me what to do, and more importantly, nobody vomited all over the place and left it for me to clean up. Regardless how much of a slave I was to hunger and the necessities of survival, my freedom was worth it.

      So when I saw the man from earlier today standing at the window of a black beaten down Cadillac and making an exchange of bags, I knew there were going to be more problems for me in this town than I originally anticipated.

      Problems weren’t what I gambled my freedom for. They were nothing but trouble, which meant he was something I needed to stay far away from.

      I thought I had left all my troubles behind me, but it looked like new ones were about to throw my world into chaos.

      A dark haired woman walked toward the park. What caught my attention the most, was the woman in uniform who walked with her.

      I had the urge to get up, run over, and pull the dark haired woman away, but she wasn’t in any danger. She wasn’t like me. She was entirely safe walking with a member of law enforcement. For all I knew, she probably followed the law.

      They laughed, enjoying each other’s company, and I tried to remember what that was like. To be with someone whose company I genuinely enjoyed. With someone who made me laugh, and who I made laugh in return. My life was solitary, and I had too many trust issues to ever begin to let someone in.

      I got to my feet and walked over to the park restroom. I was pleased to find it was empty, and I proceeded to use the paper towels with water and soap to clean as much of my body as I could get, then changed into a different set of clothes. I would do my laundry here in a few days, once I figured out where I would be able to set it out to let the sun dry them.

      I filled up my empty water bottle in the sink, ate the rest of the half eaten bag of chips I found at the top of a nearby trash can, and set out to explore the nearby buildings and parks. Maybe I could scout out a safer place to grab some food, and even an escape route if I got caught again. I had only arrived two days ago, and needed to know the area more if I wanted to be able to get some sleep tonight.

      My bag filled with the few possessions I had weighed on my back as I trekked around the town, making a mental map of the Baxtin and noting the different shops, food places, and alleyways. Children ran around and laughed while their parents and grandparents participated in idle chit chat. One of them ran through a puddle and splashed water on me.

      “I’m sorry,” the little girl said.

      I smiled at her. She had such innocence, and I hoped she wouldn’t have to endure what I did at such a young age. “It’s okay, it’s just water. It’ll dry.”

      “Get away from her! You know better than to talk to strangers. She doesn’t look nice.” Her mother grabbed her and pulled her away from me, and I frowned. I didn’t look nice? Fuck that.

      “I’m sure I’m a hell of a lot nicer than you are, bitch!” I shouted after her, making her pick up her pace. Real smooth, Amelia.

      “You sure know how to make friends.” A bald man in a suit leaned against a nearby light pole. Sun rays glinted off his cufflinks, and he flashed me the biggest grin I’d ever seen, which was a stark contrast to the dark depths of his eyes.

      I flipped him off and turned back toward the park. I didn’t need to be judged by some uptown rich snob.

      His laugh rang through the air and it pissed me off more. Being in this town wasn’t going to be as peaceful as I had thought.
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      I would recognize the dirty blonde locks of hair anywhere. After what I went through yesterday saving the woman they belonged to, I felt the need to stop and make sure she was still alive. It wasn’t hard to track her down, especially with Desmund pointing me in the right direction.

      There were a few areas that were safe to sleep, and she didn’t choose the best one. But here, of all places? There was no way she’d survived five years like this. It was too out in the open for my taste, but maybe that was exactly what she preferred. As long as she didn’t get me caught or killed, she could do whatever the fuck she wanted.

      She laid beneath a pile of blankets and newspapers underneath a park bench. It wasn’t an area that my clients frequented all too often since it was too exposed, but nobody sleeping out here was safe given the amount of crime that happened. It was where a lot of trade offs went down, and if they found a vulnerable woman...well, there was a morgue nearby for a reason. She must really be new in town if she couldn’t find a better place.

      “Psst, hey.” I kneeled down and nudged her. She came flying out from the other side of the bench and stood over me with a three inch knife held in front of her face, her hair and eyes wild as they searched her surroundings.

      “Woah, it’s just me.” I held my hands up and grinned. She was fire. I liked that.

      “The fuck are you doing here?” she hissed out.

      “I was walking by for work when I saw you sleeping underneath the bench. It’s not safe out here for someone like you. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “What do you mean by someone like me?” she asked, her voice not at all friendly. She leaned down so she was standing over my crouching form in a way I couldn’t safely get away. I couldn’t stand up without getting stabbed, I had to move backward and stand up at an angle to avoid her blade.

      I had to give it to her, she had something smart in her after all. If she could use that thing, and make someone like me need to maneuver in order to keep from getting cut, she might have a chance out here.

      “You’re obviously not from around here and don’t know how things work. There are guys out here who would gladly take advantage of a pretty little thing like you. I, however, was just on my way to work.” I was standing upright now, about a foot taller than her but she still had the knife pointed at my jugular.

      “What kind of work do you do, exactly?” she asked, one eyebrow raised.

      “I resell goods to make a profit,” I admitted, telling her the truth without revealing the entirety of it. I was honest, I bought goods from others and sold them to whoever wanted them, at a higher price than I paid. I had access to exclusive dealers who were extremely particular with who they sold to. It took me two years to be able to reach them, and now that I was in, I turned around and sold the products to those who couldn’t reach them.

      It was a legit business model, even if perhaps it wasn’t a legal business. She didn’t need to know the details, anyway.

      “I saw you yesterday. I know exactly what kind of products you sell,” she accused.

      Well, so much for her not knowing the details. “Oh do you now, sweetheart? I guess you know all about me then. You probably have a cutout version of me in your mind that you can fit me perfectly into.” I stepped forward and swiped at the knife, but she was too quick. She moved, slicing something that wasn’t more than a papercut at the edge of my palm, and stepped back. She had some fight in her, I would give her that. It matched nicely with the fire that I saw when I woke her up. “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “I know what you’re selling,” she said.

      “Are you going to turn me in, then? I don’t see you going to the police.” I stalked toward her, wondering why in the hell I ever decided it would be a good idea to try and help her find a safer place to sleep.

      “And I know the kind of people you hang out with.”

      I thought that over for a minute. “Do you mean the guy in the suit? That was the first time I ever met him. You can’t judge me for that.”

      “I do what it takes to stay alive,” she said. “That includes judging. No one will ever get close enough to hurt me.” Her dark blue eyes barely shone in the moonlight. All they did was show me the darkness inside of her. The darkness she lived with. It made me want to know more about her.

      “What happened to make you this way? I have nothing to take from you right now,” I said. “I seriously only woke you up to try and help you. I didn’t want--or need--anything in return.”

      “There’s always something that someone wants.” A haunted shadow appeared across her face. “And I’m never going to let any of those things happen. Ever again.”

      I put my hands up in surrender. “I’m not armed. Whether or not you want to believe it, I’m not here to hurt you, and I seem to have to explain again.”

      She backed away as if she was going to run.

      “Don’t,” I said. But she did. She turned and ran. I lunged forward and tackled her to the ground, which was probably a terrible idea, but I wasn’t exactly thinking right. All I knew was that I couldn’t let her run around in this state. It was almost time for drop offs in the area and if it wasn’t me tackling her, it would be someone else. Someone who intended to cause her harm.

      I didn’t know why I bothered. Why I chose to try and keep her safe instead of being asleep in my own little corner of the world right now without a care about what she was doing. Instead, I tightened my grip around her tight little body, ignoring how soft her skin was where her hand brushed mine, and pulled her to my chest.

      “Stop it, I’m trying to save your fucking life!” I grunted out, after spitting out a wad of her long hair. She stilled beneath me, her breathing heavy. “Stay still and listen, Sweetheart.”

      Crunching gravel signaled the start of the drop offs, and we both looked toward them. People crawled out of the shadows clothed in all black and left brown paper bags in discreet locations in place of the brown paper bags already there that no doubt held money.

      They were the bottom feeders of bottom feeders. It was the biggest time of the month to sell products and make a killing in return. I didn’t participate in it because it wasn’t safe. I’d been ripped off enough times in my early days to never trust someone to leave legit bills in place for my product. It was too easy to slip in several fakes into a wad of cash, with no time to sift through it before having to leave.

      None of them noticed our still forms on the ground, and they slithered away to the depths they came from. Once it was all over, I peeled myself from her body and stood up. I held a hand out which she hesitantly took, and I helped her to her feet. “This happens once a month at this time. You’ll be safer here over the next week or two, but if you’re still here when they come, those bags won’t be the only thing they’ll sniff out. They’re also not the only ones you need to worry about. There are other monsters out there, and you never know when one will stumble by.”

      She wrapped her arms around her as if she felt a chill in the balmy night air. “Thank you,” she whispered, not looking at me.

      “You’re welcome.” Looking at her holding herself up with her own bare hands like that, I wanted to grab her and take her back to my sleeping corner, but I couldn’t. I’d never let anyone else know where I slept, and sometimes I went to great lengths to avoid being seen going there out of my own paranoia. I didn’t know what made her different, but I had to watch my back even more than I already did because if I was too distracted by dirty blonde hair and dark blue eyes, I wouldn’t be able to see someone coming at me from behind.

      I brushed my hair out of my face. “Take care of yourself, Sweetheart.”

      “My name’s Amelia.”

      I smiled, and then told her something that I never before told anyone else so easily. She made me want to break my own rules for her. “I’m Crace. I’m still going to call you, Sweetheart.”
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      I went out for more supplies, with Crace’s words heavy on my mind. He told me I should watch my back in this town, that there were things in the shadows that I wouldn’t be able to fight off on my own. Part of me wanted to brush that off as him trying to freak me out, but a bigger part of me wanted to heed his warning. Especially after what I saw last night.

      If all those people decided I would make a nice appetizer to their brown paper bag, I wouldn’t have been able to fight them off all on my own. I’d seen the ugly of humanity when I was growing up, especially the kind that ran in the same circles as my parents. It was a life I tried to avoid as much as I possibly could, but it was impossible to not notice everyone who followed in my parents footsteps.

      Normal people leading normal lives never saw them. They were too busy laughing with their friends or typing on their phones to pay attention to what went on around them. There was a whole hidden, dark world out there, and I was a part of it. Mostly because I was more afraid of the light. At least with the darkness, I knew what to expect and how to defend myself.

      The streets were bare when I hurried past the drugstore that I’d been caught at. I could never go there again. Which shouldn’t be too hard considering I would be gone in a few months max, anyway.

      A group of guys in all black watched me from the front porch of a building that looked like it was falling apart, and I moved even faster. I didn’t like having the attention of so many people in such a short time. Or at all, really. Being invisible was normally what I excelled at. Invisibility helped keep me alive.

      Maybe I made the wrong choice stopping in this town. Perhaps I should have moved on by now, and it would be safer in the next town over. Why I stayed here, I had no clue.

      I snorted at that. There was no such thing as safety when living on the streets. The closest I could come to safety was putting my back against a wall and a knife at my front. Nobody would be able to sneak up on me, or approach me from the front. I would run my knife through the gut of anyone who tried to hurt me. Some lessons I only had to learn once.

      Memories of my parents' drug dealers came to mind, the kinds of things they let them do to me in exchange for some precious product, and I wanted to vomit. Nobody would ever touch me again.

      “Are you alright?” A kind voice said, and I looked over to see the woman I’d seen walking through the park with a cop yesterday.

      I forced a smile. “I’m fine.” Or at least, I would be once I finally came to my senses and got the hell out of here.

      She dug through her purse and pulled out a few things. Over the counter headache medication and something for the stomach laid in her palm she held in front of me. “Would either of these help? It’s all I have, but they help me when I’ve got a headache or stomach problems.”

      Biting my lip, I held up my hand. “No thank you, I’m fine, really. I was caught in my own head is all.”

      She smiled and shoved them back into her purse. “I get that. I tend to daydream a lot when I’m out here.”

      “Yeah, me too,” I responded.

      She held out her hand and I shook it. “I’m Kasa. I’m out here on a break between classes. Do you go here?” She pointed at the large campus nearby.

      I shook my head. “No I don’t. I’m new around here, still figuring things out. And I’m Amelia.”

      “Nice to meet you Amelia.” Her phone buzzed and she shut it off and shoved it into her pocket. “That was my alarm, I gotta go. But here’s my phone number.” She tore off a sheet of paper from a tiny notepad in her purse and wrote her number on it. “Call me if you want a friend, or someone to show you around town. It’s a nice place to live.” I was certain she had no idea what happened behind the scenes in this town, but I gave a friendly smile and nodded. Friends with a cop and friendly to complete strangers who looked like shit, she was most likely one of those good girls. I had no doubt her words and kindness were genuine.

      “Take care,” I said as she ran off. I stuffed the paper into the bottom of my bag and kept walking.

      There were a few places I saw that might work as a better sleeping place, but I was growing partial to the bench in the park. It provided enough shelter from the wind and made me feel less exposed.

      I found a busy farmers market and was able to grab a few fresh fruits and vegetables when no one was looking. It was so packed with people, I would be surprised if anyone had seen the quick swipes.

      I snacked on a handful of blueberries while I walked around. People argued with each other over how much money to spend. I wanted to chuckle. If they ever decided to choose the same kind of life I did, they would never have to pay for anything again.

      That was the glamorous upside to my self chosen freedom from everything. Sure, there were more dangers, but it was worth it.

      I kept that in mind when one of the booth owners pointed at me and shouted that I had stolen food from them. I cursed when I crushed the rest of the blueberries in my hand in my rush to run away.

      The crowd of people did wonders for creating a maze that security struggled to get through, but I was small enough to fit through the smallest openings. At one point I dropped to the ground and crawled under people’s legs, until I saw an opening in a worn out chain link fence that I fit under easily, aside from it snagging on my bag.

      Once on the other side, I ran. I ran until I couldn’t hear the shouts, the screams, or the laughs of celebration. I ran until I was on my own once again, and hid in an alley.

      I took advantage of the full trash cans near me. There had to be some good food I could scrounge up. I stuck a small piece of a donut into my mouth as I reminded myself that this was worth it.
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      The dealer I was supposed to meet this morning had no stash, so I was on my last few pounds to move for an entire week. I wouldn’t get product in for at least a week or two. That wasn’t good enough for me.

      I met up with my client as scheduled, but he wasn’t there yet. I checked my watch. It was still a few minutes early.

      The sound of tin cans clinging together caught my attention and I looked over to see Amelia digging through trash cans, searching for food. She shoved half a donut into her mouth and kept digging. Either she ran out of bread, or her stomach needed something more than a single form of shitty processed bread. It wasn’t even in the ballpark of decent bread that she’d taken, there were so many better options.

      A part of me wanted to go over and give her a few dollars to buy some food, even though I was stingy and wanted to save every last dollar bill to go toward having a real shelter of my own. Why she refused to try and make a living in this world was beyond me, but I respected her decision, because it wasn’t my decision to make. It was hers, and if this was how she wanted to live her life, then so be it. It didn’t mean I had to like it.

      A man shorter than I was, limped into view, and I stiffened, watching him as he neared. “You, Crace?” he asked. Our mutual contact must have given him my name. I nodded. “You got the stuff?” His eyes bugged out and he leaned in toward me. I wanted to pull back and run away, but the apartment I’d been saving up for flashed through my mind, and I knew I couldn’t leave without making this deal.

      “You got the money?” I asked.

      He held up a bag, flashed me some bills, and we made the exchange. It was only after he took the bag from me and ran that I realized the money he’d given me was fake. Not only that, but he took the whole damn bag. Not all of that was his. I knew it was dangerous walking around with more than I needed too, and this was exactly why. My blood boiled. How could I have made such a horrible mistake?

      “Hey!” I shouted. “You’re stealing from me!”

      He was on the ground before I had a chance to process what happened. He groaned, passed the bag off to someone else, and then fell back against the asphalt, unconscious.

      “What the fuck?” I shouted.

      “He hurt you?” Amelia asked. She crouched over the guy's body, her eyes fire and her knife hovering above his belly. Her hand twitched by her calf where I noticed a bulge in her cargo pants. She was packing more than I realized, but I had to give her credit. Guns were too noisy, and should only be used as a last resort.

      “That bastard stole from me. The money he gave me was fake, and that product is worth a shit ton of real bills,” I said. The car was out of sight now, and it was likely a burner car anyway, judging by the lack of plates. The odds of me finding it again and reclaiming my product were slim to nothing.

      “I have no regrets keeping you from shooting up. Try a clean life, it’s nice.” She put her knife away and stepped back.

      I pulled my sleeves up, revealing clean, unmarked skin. “I don’t use. I buy, and then resell it for more than I paid. I’m saving up for a damn apartment so I can finally get off the street. Not that I owe you an explanation,” I sneered. I didn’t owe anyone an explanation, and now I was fucked beyond fucked. I needed that money. I relied on these deals. Especially with the lack of trades I had this week, this was going to set me back even more than I expected.

      She looked at me with her dark blue eyes, processing my words. I challenged everything she’d thought about me.She had this preconceived notion that I didn’t deserve decency, or to stress when I was fucked over and stolen from. Well, welcome to the world, where not everything was as it seemed. “You really shouldn’t judge people like that, sweetheart. We all have our own stories. Some are just a little more fucked up than others,” I said.

      “I know all about that. Maybe you should take your own advice.”

      “I don’t have time for this.” I looked down the street where the car disappeared. I could walk around here all day and still not find it. I needed to come up with a Plan B. Maybe beg for mercy. Or skip town. The latter would have a better outcome.

      “Well then I guess we’d better hurry,” she said.
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      “What do you get out of helping me?” Crace asked as he rushed to keep up with me. His brown hair swayed in the breeze. It was just barely long enough to tuck behind his ear, but the wind kept blowing it back out.

      I ran to where I last saw the car, and looked around for clues. Thinking the car was gone for good was a rookie mistake. Nothing disappeared forever no matter how hard someone tried, not even me. I knew how to stay off people’s radar, so I knew what signs to look for. That didn’t mean I was impossible to find. It shouldn’t be too hard to find this car.

      “My cut,” I answered him, then turned down the road where the smell of burning rubber was strong. It was a hot day and there weren’t many cars around. That car, being the state it was in with a shitty engine, smoking muffler, and decent tires, would leave more clues than the thieves realized.

      “You’re not getting shit.”

      I stopped dead in my tracks, causing him to slam into me. “Then good luck finding that car on your own.”

      He sighed heavily, the warm air hitting the exposed skin on the back of my neck. After thinking over his options for a moment, he finally relented. “Fine. I can raise the price for my next few buyers, and you can get two percent.”

      “Five percent.”

      “Three, and I won’t snap your neck.” He had such a poetic way with words.

      “Deal. Pleasure doing business with you, Crace.”

      “The pleasure is all yours, Sweetheart. Now let’s please hurry up before the trail runs cold.”

      The next hour, give or take, was spent running down roads and following what I hoped was the correct trail. Mr. Grumpy’s frustration grew, which I oddly found a great deal of delight in. By the time he’d hit his limit, I was already taking great pleasure in irritating him as much as possible. I was tempted to keep it up just to watch him burst.

      “You know what? Forget it, this isn’t worth it. All we’re doing is wasting time when I could be figuring out another way out of this.” He started to turn to walk away.

      “Wait, is that it?”

      His head snapped around and his gaze followed where I was pointing. Sure enough the rusty black car without a license plate was sitting comfortably in the driveway of an equally run down house. It fit right in with the aesthetic. I almost didn’t see it with how overgrown all the brush was. Trees and bushes nearly blocked the entire house, car, and driveway from view, and the front yard looked like it hadn’t been mowed in months.

      A smile curled his lips. “Well I’ll be damned. I found it after all.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, pushing up my breasts, and threw him a glare. “Excuse me?”

      He kissed my cheek, causing me to stumble back with surprise, and hurried over to peek in the car windows. When his smile turned into a frown, he walked right up to the front door of the house like he owned the place and slammed his fist down hard on the door. The weak wood gave way and the door caved in. “Shit,” he cursed as I ran up behind him.

      “Shit. Way to go, now we’re breaking and entering and they’ve probably heard you announce our arrival.” I almost turned away, thinking the time in jail wouldn’t be worth a measly three percent of whatever he planned to make, when two guns each pointed at our heads made me pause.

      It wasn’t like I’d never been held up at gunpoint before. It was bound to happen at least once, with how much time I’d spent on the streets, and stealing from everyone and everywhere that I could. But this time was different. This time, I was the criminal breaking into the home of a thieving drug dealer. The odds of making it out of here without a bullet wound were practically nothing, and I didn’t know if I could rely on Crace’s help. This kind of situation was everyone for themselves.

      “Inside,” a gruff voice said. Crace followed without hesitation, and with annoyance on his face. Yeah, me too buddy. This day really sucked.

      “You too, missy.”

      Reluctantly, I followed.
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      The inside of the run down house was as horribly repulsive as it was on the outside. An odor of rotting food filled the air, and my eyes almost watered when someone closed the front door, effectively cutting off the only source of clean air, and light. If we didn’t die by their hands, we would surely suffocate to death in this heat box. Our bodies would only add to the piles of trash that were lining every corner. For all I knew, there were probably already bodies rotting over there. It sure as fuck smelled like it.

      “Don’t you do that, pretty boy.” One of the men waved his gun in my face. “I know what you’re thinking, but you’re no better than any of the rest of us. At least we have a home, are you still living underneath the bridge on fifth avenue?”

      My body stiffened. I tried really hard to make sure no one ever saw me there. Sometimes I would go so far as to travel through the sewer that let out right beside the overpass. The fact that someone knew where I slept, concerned me. I would need to rectify that and move elsewhere as soon as possible once I got out of here. If I got out of here. I couldn’t risk these guys showing up there while I slept.

      “I want to know why you think you can come here and break into our home,” the other man said.

      Anger rose in me, spurring my mind back to the situation at hand. “You stole from me. I’ve only come to reclaim what’s mine.” I refrained from calling them bastards. Flattery might not work on them.

      The man laughed. I couldn’t get a good view of either of them, it was so dark in here. The non laughing man grabbed Amelia by the upper arm and tugged, pulling her so that her back was flush against his chest. I wanted to not care. Caring only ever got me in trouble. Nobody was worth showing emotion for, especially when it could result in ending my life.

      But I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. Even in the dark, I could tell by the stiffness of her body and her ragged breathing that she was petrified.

      The man groped her breast over her clothing and ran his tongue along her skin from the edge of her collarbone, up her neck, then her cheek, until he nibbled on her ear. I couldn’t hear her breaths anymore and became worried she might have passed out.

      “Let her go,” I said, much to my own surprise. “She has nothing to do with this.” My voice was angry. I felt the urge to rip his head clean off his shoulders, and then throw it at his friend to play with while I ran out of here with her. However, I had to be careful. One wrong move, and one of them might get trigger happy.

      “Then why is she here?” he asked.

      “She followed me, I haven’t been able to shake her. I can promise you, she’s not involved.” I didn’t know why I was trying to protect her. She was nothing but a pain, but seeing his hands and his tongue all over her like that, it became difficult to keep myself calm.

      “Allow me to help you with that. I’ll tell you what. You can go, and take your product with you, and we’ll keep her here.” He nibbled on her earlobe again. “It’s an all around win for you. What do you say?”

      “No,” I said, my voice strong and firm.

      “It’s her, or the product. If she goes, then I can’t guarantee you’ll both leave this house alive. It might be in body bags, or it might be in a wheelchair. Are you willing to take that gamble?” he asked.

      I watched the man press the barrel of the gun against her temple, and bite down on her neck. She whimpered and jerked. He took that as a sign that she liked it, when really I was certain that she wanted nothing less than to cut off his tongue and shove it into his ass.

      There were a million things I could have done. I could have taken their offer and walked out of here with my product and be one step closer to that apartment. I could have let him keep the product, and walked out with the woman who was the biggest thorn in my side I had ever met. Or I could have pummeled these guys to a pulp and rescued her, then worry about the product later.

      I chose option C.

      Everything was a blur of fists and gunfire. I threw one of the men to the floor and rammed my fists into his face until he stopped screaming. I was worried that one of the bullets had hit her, but I couldn’t make anything out in the dark to be sure. “Sweetheart, if you can move, get the hell out of here,” I ordered through the sounds of fists against flesh and skull.

      The guy turned into mush beneath me, and I was glad the lights were off. I heard struggles behind me. I turned around and could just make out three figures.

      So, there was someone else here, after all.

      To my surprise, the small figure with the thin frame was the one who held a gun. How she managed to get it, I had no idea, but I sure was impressed. Regardless of whether she took it from them, or grabbed the ones strapped to her calf, I had a moment of hope. Maybe she could defend herself after all.

      A fist came flying out from nowhere in my moment of distraction, and a crunch as loud as gunfire sounded out. The bastard broke my nose.

      I stumbled back, my steps in time with the three rounds of gunshots that rang out. Screams erupted from my girl. Was she hurt? I reached for her and pulled her toward the door.

      “We can’t be here when the cops come,” I said through the puffiness and pain that was taking over my face. But really, I needed to get into the light to check her out. If she was hurt, I might just burn this place to the ground with all of them inside.

      Fresh air hit us like a cannon and I almost fell down the steps with how desperate my lungs were to get as far away from the house full of rancid air as possible. I sucked in big gulps of air. I would never take breathing for granted ever again. Even the sewer that I sometimes traveled through to get to my little corner beneath the overpass wasn’t anywhere near as bad as the inside of that house.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. “Fuck.” I pulled her around the side of the house right when cop cars piled onto the street from both directions. I saw people exit a few of the houses and run. Shit was about to get real.

      We ran through the yard and disappeared into the wooded area for cover. We would need to keep moving and get back to our small hiding places around the town, but this would do for now.

      Once I decided we’d run far enough, I pulled her to a stop near a large tree, using the massive trunk to block us from view if police began approaching, and ran my gaze up and down her body. She shivered beneath my gaze, and I didn’t think much of it other than maybe she must be cold.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked, but she didn’t respond. She was lost in her own little world. “Where are you hurt?” I demanded, more loudly this time.

      Blood spatter covered her clothes and her hair. It mixed with the sweat and dirt on her skin. I couldn’t tell which blood was theirs, or if any of it was hers at all.

      “Fuck, Sweetheart, answer me. Amelia!”

      She snapped out of it, and narrowed her eyes at me. Without any other warning, she grabbed my head between her hands and pulled me toward her, smashing our lips together. She jumped up and wrapped her legs around my waist, grinding against me. This wasn’t the time for this, but I didn’t argue.

      I wrapped my arms tightly around her, protecting her from the world while I devoured her mouth.

      She tasted sweet, much different than her tart demeanor. It fit her nickname well. I would never call her anything else ever again.

      I turned and pinned her against the tree trunk. She somehow managed to still roll her hips. Despite being pinned, her body came alive. She wanted me, and I wanted to push her thriving body to its limits. There was something more important though. I still didn’t know if she was hurt, which I remembered when I pressed my hard on against her.

      “Sweetheart, I need to know. Are you hurt?”

      “I have no outward wounds, if that’s what you mean,” she panted between kisses. “Now shut up, you’re ruining it with your mouth.”

      “Talking you into an early grave isn’t the only thing I know how to do with my mouth,” I growled, and sucked on her neck, not bothering to check whether or not it was a clean spot. She tasted sweet everywhere my mouth touched. Her lips. Her neck. I wondered what else tasted sweet.

      I used to hear stories about people who lusted after each other in intense situations. I used to think they were insane and deserved to end up dead. Now, I finally understood. As badly as I wanted to get us away from the police that were no doubt already storming that house and observing the bodies, I couldn’t push her away in a time like this. She was so soft, and she came alive at my touch.

      “I knew you wanted me from the first time I saved your life.”

      She pulled back, ripping skin from my lip with her teeth in the process. I hissed at the pain, but she didn’t seem to care. “This has nothing to do with that,” she ground out.

      “Then what is this? Because you mounting me makes me think it’s something.” I bit her neck, and she moaned.

      She laid her palms flat against my chest and pushed me away. I relented and stepped back, allowing her feet to fall to the ground. My erection strained against my pants and mourned the loss of contact. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth. No matter what my body wanted, I would never force her, or anyone, to do something she didn’t want to do.

      “Thank you for getting me out of that situation, okay? I thought that was going to turn out so much worse than death.”

      “What did you think would happen?” I regretted the question as soon as it came out. I knew what she feared, because it was that same fear that drove me to pummel a man with a loaded gun, on her behalf. To protect her dignity. Her body. Her honor.

      “That’s not a story you’ll get the luxury of hearing.” Her words were cold, unfeeling. “You can keep my cut, if you ever get your product back. I’m done.” She turned to leave, and I grabbed her arm.

      “Sweetheart, wait,” I started.

      She pulled her arm free and backed away. “I’m not your Sweetheart. I’m not anyone’s Sweetheart. I need to go.”

      Before I could say another word, she ran, and I let her go. I should have run after her. I should have insisted that I wasn’t the monsters of her past, and that I wasn’t anything like the ones lying dead in the house a few yards back. I simultaneously wanted to fuck her, and to grab her around the waist and force her to talk to me, and maybe yell at her a little bit. Although I doubted right now was the best time to rile her up any more.

      Snapping twigs sounded from the direction of the house. The cops were searching for the killers, and they were headed this way.

      I had never run away from a murder scene that I had taken part in before, especially one that was hot with police. But there was a first time for everything. So I ran.

      I ran as far, as fast, and as hard as I could, and I didn’t stop until I reached the overpass that I called home. I fell onto the ground in front of the spot where I kept my possessions hidden during the day, and took in big gulps of air.

      “Hey man, are you okay?” Desmund walked up to me, and I cursed. Did everyone in the fucking world know where I slept?

      I grabbed a gun that was in my hidden stash and pointed it in his direction. “You’re just like them, aren’t you?”

      He threw his hands into the air. “Hey, man, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Care to elaborate?”

      “I just had my product stolen, and now those sorry bastards are dead, with police all over the crime scene. There’s no way in hell I’m going to get that back, and I have to meet with a buyer for it soon. They knew where I lived. Nobody knows where I live. Are you working with them?”

      He stared at me and moved slightly so the glare wasn’t on his glasses and I could see his eyes clearly. I could see the truth that he emitted. He wasn’t lying to me. “I can guarantee you with all certainty that I have never had anything to do with them. I approached you because I was serious about wanting to partner up. I have no reason to steal from you, when I want to work with you.”

      After staring at him for a minute, I flipped on the safety and lowered the gun. “Talk.”
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      My body shook with every step I took.

      The feeling of his hands on me.

      His slimy tongue along my skin.

      That rancid odor filling my lungs.

      I couldn’t take it anymore. Memories poured through my mind, paralyzing me. I was helpless to defend myself, only standing there like a statue while he did whatever the fuck he wanted to me. Until Crace took care of it for me.

      The things I had endured in order to support my parents' drug addiction. It was either my body or my life. Leaving their bodies behind outside of the burning trailer as I walked toward freedom was the single greatest moment of my life, and it was something I should have done long before then.

      I remembered the feel of Crace’s lips on mine, devouring me as though I was the only food left on earth. The way he held me against the tree, safe and secure. His hands were rough but so gentle, and so careful.

      He didn’t touch me in any way I didn’t want to. I was the one who jumped him, in my post life-threatened haze, but I could tell by the way he held me and kissed me that he wanted me too. And that terrified me.

      I couldn’t be the one for him. My life was plagued with death and disaster. The reason I moved towns every few months was because everyone I came to care about always ended up hurt, or dead. Most of the time it was to defend my honor, but my honor wasn’t worth it. I swore to myself that anytime someone put themselves in danger in order to protect me, I would run.

      Dealing with relationships where the other person didn’t care much about me probably wasn’t the healthiest, but I wasn’t exactly the best judge on these things. I’d seen my parents take care of each other, which only meant they shared their drugs. If someone wanted one of them dead, the other probably wouldn’t care.

      The only kind of relationships I’d ever known were ones that were destructive. I couldn’t let someone in if they cared about me too much. He needed to care about himself too. Life out here was safer that way. Taking care of my own self was enough, and looking out for number one needed to remain everyone’s priority.

      So why was I filled with so much regret?

      Great, now I was stuck in such a pity party that I hadn’t paid attention to where I was going. Rather than heading to the park where I had my bag stashed in a tree during the day, I found myself walking down an unknown road. The biggest surprise of all, was Crace, and the man in the suit who accompanied him.

      What kind of friends did he have in a life like this? The suit had to be a joke. Those two couldn’t possibly have anything in common.

      Curious, I followed, making sure to keep a decent distance between us. I wasn’t ready to face him just yet, but I had to know what was going on with him, for some reason that I couldn’t admit to myself. Especially since we were unable to recover his product, and wouldn’t be able to, now that the house was overrun with police.

      I followed them into an alley. Of course it was an alley, that was the best place for criminals. It offered them two or three walls and protection from prying eyes, such as my own. Except I knew how to stay hidden, it was my greatest quality in life.

      They met up with a young man who twitched as he walked up to them. He scratched his neck, and his hair looked like it hadn’t been brushed since the day he was born. I moved closer to be able to hear what they were saying, and crouched behind a pile of trash bags. I had to focus on not vomiting when it reminded me of the smell of that horrible house.

      “It was stolen from me. I won’t be able to have more for another week,” Crace explained. I admired that he still met up with this man to explain the situation, rather than disappearing. A lesser person would have disappeared. Someone like me would have skipped town.

      “I don’t have a week, man. We scheduled this specific date, time, and location. I show up with money, and you show up with the product. We had a deal. Where are my dime bags at?”

      “Well right now they’re in a house filled with four dead men, and have likely been taken into the police station as evidence. I barely escaped with my life,” I noticed he kept me out of it, which I was grateful for, “and the cops showed up right away. I barely made it out of there,” Crace explained.

      “This ain’t cool, man,” the guy said, shuffling from side to side. “We had an agreement. And your friend here looks like he understands agreements.” He nodded to the guy in the suit. I rolled my eyes. People in suits were nothing but deceiving. One of my parents' dealers had a suit. He was not a good man.

      The man in the suit chuckled. “I’m here in support of my business partner.” Business partner? When the fuck did that happen? “As he’s already explained to you, there was a situation. We will be delayed with our next shipment while we tie up loose ends. I’m sure you can understand the situation, and that we’re doing the best we can do.”

      Crace looked at the suit man out of the corner of his eye, as though he was as surprised by his words as I was. They were so official, and believable. “Yeah, what he said.” He gave one last curious look at him before turning his attention back on the twitchy man in front of him, who was now pulling something long and metal from his pocket.

      “Crace, watch out!” I shouted, standing up from my hiding spot and giving away my location, and the fact that I was there, spying on them all along. Fuck.

      Crace jumped out of the way as the man sliced through the air. To my surprise, the man in the suit grabbed the other man’s wrist, twisted, and caught the knife when it fell from his grasp. He then elbowed him in the face, which sent him flying toward the asphalt with a pained grunt. Blood flew from his seemingly broken nose and rained down on the asphalt around him.

      “Sweetheart?” Crace asked, looking at me. He had small bruises forming on his face that made me think he might have broken his nose earlier. I was now standing in the center of a large pile of trash bags. Why didn’t these buildings have dumpsters, like every other alley?

      Ignoring his surprise at my appearance, I crawled across the pile of trash and stormed toward him. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? We were almost killed mere hours ago, and now you’re still continuing this shit?”

      “I had a customer who was relying on me. I needed to explain. It’s called being a decent human being,” he defended himself.

      I looked at the man kicking around on the ground, clutching his face while blood dripped from between his fingers. “Of course, this looks exactly like a normal, genuine, business transaction. You’ve got a drug deal, selling an invisible product to an addict who pulled a knife on you, just like any other normal business transaction, and your…” I looked at the man in the suit now holding the knife, “lawyer? Boss? Whoever the hell this joker is. Yeah, all totally normal.”

      “Who do you think you are to judge me?” Crace raised his voice and a vein popped out from his temple, a nice addition to his bruised face aesthetic. “You follow me and hide in a pile of trash just to spy on me. Not long after I saved your fucking life, when you then jumped on me, and then ran away before things really got good. You’re fucking psycho.”

      “Yeah, I am, but at least I know when to stay out of trouble.”

      “You mean like when you led me to a house that nearly killed us both? Or when you chose the worst place in the entire town to sleep? Oh oh or when you nearly got us both fucking caught because you chose the single worst drug store to try and steal from, and couldn’t even make it to the door before the cops were called?”

      “Hey hey hey now, let’s all lower our voices and try to talk this out,” the man in the suit said. He held his free hand out to me. “I’m Desmund. I believe we’ve met once before, and I didn’t quite get your name.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “Then why are you still here?” Crace asked.

      “I can honestly say, I have no fucking idea.”

      “So why aren’t you leaving?” Crace asked.

      “Same answer as before,” I said. He looked pissed, and I kind of enjoyed it. I wanted to see that vein throb again. I wanted to see what would happen if he completely lost it. I was absolutely fucking mad, but I couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Is this some sort of a game to you?” Crace asked.

      I tilted my head to the side. “Actually, yeah, it kinda is.” I smiled, a stark contrast to my pissed off attitude. “You’re pretty adorable when you’re angry. Can you make that vein in your temple throb again?”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’m done here. You two can go into business together if you want to, I’m out.”

      “Go into business together?” I asked, but Crace was already walking away.

      The man in the suit held his hand out again, his smile dripping like venom. He sure was a persistent fucker. “Hi, I’m Desmund.”
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      I knew what it was like to spend three years living under a bridge and being so close to having enough money to rent a decent place to live, only to have it all blow up in my face in one day.

      I knew what it felt like to nurse a broken nose, because of that one business transaction that went sour.

      I knew what it was like to watch a fucking psychopath of a woman curl up beneath a park bench, and wish that I had the ability to trust at least just one person in this whole fucked up world enough, so I could grab her around her waist and drag her back to my bridge where I could keep her safe.

      Instead, I was watching her from across the street like some fucking creeper, and memorizing the way the setting sun colored her hair as it descended.

      She laid her head down in the crook of her elbow and closed her eyes. I knew I shouldn’t be here. She would kick me in the balls if she found out I was watching her. However, I couldn’t seem to stay away.

      Walking away from her earlier was a mistake, and I knew it as soon as I turned around and took that first step. She was irritating. Absolutely infuriating. She grated on my every last nerve. She was everything I’d been avoiding, for so long. Yet, I couldn’t seem to stay away, no matter how much I pushed her away.

      The area was silent. Not a creature stirred, no bug chirped, and nobody walked by. The night was as dead as my insides. I sat there, watching her still form, until my head bobbed and I began to drift off. I began to stand up and head back to my glorious place underneath the overpass that apparently everyone in the fucking world knew about, when movement caught my attention out of the corner of my eye.

      A large figure appeared from the other side of a tree, he must have started walking by when I was dozing off. I cursed myself for falling asleep and letting him get so close. He was already crouching behind the bench and scooting up behind her.

      I had already closed half the distance between us when her screams hit my ears. Her blood curdling screams that made me want to curl into a ball and hide us both from the world, they held such pure terror. They spurred me on more quickly. I had to get to her.

      The man grunted when I grabbed him from behind and dragged him across the concrete, then lifted him into the air. I didn’t wait for him to say anything, and I didn’t preface this beating with words. He knew what he was doing was wrong, and he would pay. He would pay greatly.

      I tossed him as hard and as far as I could and stalked over, then slammed my fists into his face over and over again until he stopped moving. One punch after the other, one for every cell in my body that was enraged.

      Small hands gripped my arm, and I froze mid swing, my chest rising and falling with heavy breathing. I could barely see through the sweat-soaked hair in my eyes, but I knew it was her, and I wouldn’t hurt her if I could help it. No matter how much she poked and prodded to get a rise out of me.

      “Crace,” the soft voice said, and I turned to look at her. The moon and starlight was faint so I couldn’t see her features too well, but I imagined what she looked like, and the image calmed me.

      She probably looked pissed as hell. Either that, or filled with sympathy. It was hard to tell with her.

      Actually, there was no telling with her. She could be looking at me like I was the very monster that she ran from, for all I knew.

      I turned toward her, ignoring the bleeding man on the ground behind me, and cupped her face. Her dark blue eyes were illuminated when I lifted her face ever so slightly. “Sweetheart, are you okay?” I stared at her, watching the darkness for even the slightest change in her demeanor. “Don’t you dare lie to me.”

      She took a deep breath, and I waited patiently. “I’m okay, thanks to you.”

      I expected her to lie to me. To tell me that everything was perfectly okay, and that I interfered in her personal space. What I didn’t expect was for her to thank me, and to look at me like I was the hero of her story.

      Nobody had ever thanked me before, for pummeling a man in their honor. My head spun as I tried to process this.

      “Crace,” she whispered, “are you okay?”

      How could she ask that? She was the one who would have had a very different night. My night would have gone as normal, asleep without a care about what was happening in the world. I had no idea when my little bubble of a world expanded to include her. “I’m okay,” I responded.

      Then I did what I should have done hours ago. I grabbed her by the wrist, picked up her blankets in one fell swoop of my free hand, and guided her to my overpass. “You’re staying with me tonight.”

      Her body stiffened, and I had to give an extra tug to get her moving again. I wasn’t joking around, she really was staying with me whether she wanted to or not.

      We walked in silence, and the moans from the fucker on the ground faded behind us. She would never sleep underneath that bench again, if I had anything to say about it.
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      Crace guided me to a spot beneath an old overpass. At first I didn’t see anything there other than rubble and debris, until he lifted up a disguised door that was a large piece of wood covered with debris that must have been glued down. It exposed a hole filled with all sorts of things. There were blankets, boxes, and other miscellaneous objects. He pulled out the pillows and blankets and shut the trick door, then spread them out.

      “You can sleep higher up where it’s safer, and I can stay down here. You’ll be safe up there.” He set up a makeshift bed for me with my blankets and one of his pillows, and then started to move closer toward the road, but I grabbed his arm.

      “No…” I started.

      He turned around. “You’re sleeping here tonight, and that’s that. Regardless of whether or not you do actually sleep, you’re not going anywhere else. Not tonight. Not after everything.”

      “I’m not disagreeing with that.” I chewed on my bottom lip, then decided to go ahead and say it because this big doofus wouldn’t get the hint anyway. I looked up into his dark brown eyes that were overshadowed by the deserted overpass. “Stay with me?”

      All of his annoyance with me faded from his features and his shoulders slumped. At first I thought I said something wrong. Of course he wouldn’t want to sleep next to me. He shouldn’t want to be anywhere near me. If he knew what was good for him, he would ban me from this town. I was about to take back what I said, when he responded. “Okay.”

      He set out his blankets on the other side of mine, and sat down. There was barely enough starlight between all the clouds to see anything, but I watched his strong hands that had pummeled a guy's face not long ago, carefully spread out blankets so our beds were together. He took such care and was so gentle, I couldn’t help but stare. This man who had nothing and was working so hard to get enough money to give himself a better life, was spending so much time saving me, that it wasn’t fair. I should be able to save him too.

      I crawled into the blanket pile in front of him and snuggled up against his chest, letting out a breath when he wrapped a large, muscular arm around me.

      This was the first time I had ever slept in someone else’s arms on the street like this. I never trusted anyone enough while I was awake, let alone while I was asleep and vulnerable, but something was different about him. He saved me on more than one occasion and despite how much I drove him absolutely insane to the point where he probably wanted to put a knife in my throat, I knew he would never hurt me. That throbbing vein of his would bulge out, but he still showed me such gentleness when he touched me, I struggled to wrap my head around everything. This was the one man who I enjoyed rattling his nerves, yet I didn’t want to run away from. And that one single thought terrified me.

      “How long have you been out here?” I asked, desperately needing to know his story. I needed to know what made him...him.

      “Roughly four years now.” His chest rumbled against me as he spoke. “I tried all sorts of places. Behind dumpsters, in dumpsters, under benches, and more. But they always found me. Until I discovered this place. It’s mostly abandoned, very few cars go over it and not enough people walk by for me to be concerned about. If it’s a day when paranoia is really eating at me, I’ll take the sewer that lets up nearby. I thought this was completely safe and secluded until recently.”

      I felt a twinge of guilt. “Because I’m here now?”

      He squeezed me gently. “Not at all. Those guys at the house, they fucking knew me somehow, and they knew I slept here. And then Desmund found me here, so he knew too. Apparently everyone in the fucking world knew, and I’m actually terrible at hiding out.” He chuckled.

      “I’m an expert at hiding, I can teach you.” I half joked, and half meant it.

      “You’re awful at hiding. I haven’t had a problem finding you,” he said.

      “So far you’re the only one.” It came out in a whisper, but I was sure he heard it. I cleared my throat. “How did you end up out here?” I asked, hesitant. I didn’t know if he would actually tell me. Most people liked to keep their stories to themselves, so that other people wouldn’t throw it back in their face as a weapon.

      “I never knew my dad. My mom died when I was seventeen. I didn’t want to go into foster care, so I lied my way out and ran. I ended up in this town, learned everything the hard way, and here I am now. Impressive, right?” He chuckled.

      “Yes, it is. You survived. Not everyone can.”

      There was silence for a few moments, then it was his turn to ask about my story, which I knew was coming. It was only fair, since I asked about him. “What about you?”

      “Five years now. My parents overdosed when I was fifteen years old.” I heard him suck in a breath. I’d been in this situation one year longer than him, but neither of us had it any better. “I dragged their bodies outside and set fire to the trailer to destroy all the evidence. They used to hide things in my bedroom and in my toys. I didn’t think the cops would believe me, no one ever had before. The only thing I took from the trailer was a gun.”

      “And you’ve been traveling around ever since?”

      “I move towns every few months. I’ve been all over the country. At least, the mainland part. Sometimes I stay in one place for a day, sometimes weeks, and other times, if I really like the area, maybe a few months.”

      “Why don’t you stay any longer if you like the area?” He asked the question I hated the most.

      “Because no place is home. No area has people who are trustworthy enough, or worth it. My life doesn’t have a plan. If it’s not working out, then I leave, and that’s it. I keep my freedom, and everyone is better off.”

      “Not everyone,” he whispered, but I didn’t acknowledge that. I couldn’t get myself to tell him that some of the times when I left, it was because I got too close to someone. Other times, it was because I was too lonely. I couldn’t think about that right now. In this moment, we were two human beings simply trying to survive.

      I turned around in his arms and faced him. He splayed his fingers across my back and pulled me closer into him. For living on the streets we probably smelled like shit, but to me, he smelled like safety.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He rested his lips against my forehead, not daring to make a move that I didn’t initiate. “Anytime, Sweetheart.”
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      I stared at the trailer in front of me, its peeling paint and rusted shutters showing its age and how it’s been taken care of. For a moment I thought I must still be asleep and dreaming, but the glare in Desmund’s eyes told me this was real, and the most unfortunate thing that could possibly happen to him.

      It wasn’t like we showed up on purpose to reveal his dirty little secret. After meeting for a drop off in a new location with Sweetheart practically tethered to my side as I demanded she didn’t leave my sight today, we took a different route back. All I expected was to snatch some produce on the way, my body craved the occasional reprieve from the junk food that was the easiest to grab. I thought getting an apple for each of us would be the most spontaneous part of our day, but I certainly didn’t expect to see Desmund stepping out of what looked to be a shit-stained trailer while he looked almost as pristine as ever.

      Sweetheart's expression revealed she was equally surprised. We weren’t supposed to meet him until this afternoon. He was someone who always found us first I had to admit, it was nice to flip the tables for once.

      “This is where you live?” I asked, incredulously.

      Desmund looked visibly distraught. He had on a suit, but it was wrinkled and his shirt wasn’t buttoned. “You weren’t supposed to see this,” he seethed, fiddling with the fabric and the buttons.

      This was the first time I’d seen him angry. Every other time he looked cool, calm and collected, the epitome of who I wished to be. Now that I saw who he was when nobody was looking, I realized he wasn’t much different than I was. We might have even had similar backstories. He just presented himself better through it all than I did.

      He had his own secrets, just like the rest of us. He never lied to me. I couldn’t recall him ever saying anything about his home life, I just assumed he was living it up in luxury with how he dressed and presented himself. I couldn’t believe how wrong I was.

      “Well, do you have anything to say? Get on with it.” He buttoned up his shirt, starting out with an angry, rushed job, and then became more careful by the time he reached the top. He was cooling down.

      I shrugged. “Nah, man. I’m the last person who should be judging anyone.”

      “You judged me,” Amelia said with a huff.

      “You were different.”

      “How so?”

      “Well for one, you almost got us both put in the slammer. Most other people would have received a black eye. I don’t normally forgive too easily for that.”

      A small smile played on her lips. “You’ve forgiven me?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “You’re really going to hold a grudge for that over my head for the rest of eternity?”

      I leaned in to whisper with my hand on the small of her back. I felt a shiver run down her spine at the touch. “Are you going to be here for the rest of eternity?”

      It was a valid question. I clearly recalled her explaining about how she didn’t stick around in the same town for too long. I knew I shouldn’t get too close, but I was addicted to things that weren’t good for me, so here I was.

      She deflated and dropped her arms at her side. “I don’t know where life will take me,” was her only response. It was an honest one, it was one I couldn’t argue with. However, I didn’t fucking like it.

      Did I want her around for the rest of our days? I had no fucking clue. But I didn’t like the thought of her leaving. My hand shook, and my fingers applied slight pressure against her back. I dropped my hand to my side. I would never hurt her, but I didn’t know if she knew that. If she wanted to leave, then I wouldn’t be able to make her stay. I didn’t have a good enough reason to. At least, not one that I could say out loud.

      “Come on, we should get out of here.” Desmund tried to hurry away.

      “What’s the rush?” I asked.

      Shouting erupted from behind us. I turned back around to see two drugged up adults who looked like they’d dug out of their own graves after six months of decay. The man stumbled down the steps, and the woman berated him. They bickered, shouted, and fought. I wasn’t sure if they knew what they were even fighting about.

      “Are they…” I began.

      “Yeah,” Desmund grumbled. “They’re my parents. Now that you know where I live and where I come from, you’re welcome to judge. Everyone else does.” He held his hands out to indicate the area. “This is where I come from. This is why I so badly want to build up my own business. One where I’m the one who calls the shots. Where I have people working for me. Where I can have control and so much financial security that I’ll never have to live in a dump like this again.”

      His parents spotted us and began yelling again, and tripped over each other trying to come our way.

      “Let’s get out of here.” I grabbed Amelia’s hand and walked us away, with Desmund keeping up with us on my other side. We were two blocks away before anyone spoke again.

      “So, are you two finally a couple?” Desmund asked with a grin. He was back to his normal self. Now that he was away from the life he was trying to escape, he could act like none of that happened.

      As if on cue, Amelia and I let go of each other’s hands. I hadn’t realized we were still holding hands until then, it had felt so natural.

      We averted our eyes and I shoved my hands into the pockets of my hoodie. “Where are we going?”

      “Well that was awkward,” Desmund commented. “I want to show you something, it’s right this way.”

      We followed him another block until we reached an abandoned warehouse. It used to be a boxing company that went under a few months ago. Now the area was overgrown with weeds, and a strange odor seemed to be coming from the inside.

      “This is the largest warehouse in the area,” Desmund said proudly. “I’ve been scoping out places we could use for our base of operations, and this place is a steal.”

      “How do you expect to pay for it?” I asked.

      “Well, that’s where you come in,” he said hesitantly.

      I backed away and put my hands up in front of me. “Oh no. You know that I’ve been working my ass off trying to get enough money to get a small apartment. I don’t need anything big or fancy, I just want a roof over my head that doesn’t have cars passing over it at all hours of the day and night. And maybe a toilet that flushes. That’s all the luxury I need.”

      “We can make it work,” he said.

      “The answer is no. I’ve been living under that damn overpass for the last four years, and I’m not taking a setback to fund your dream.”

      He looked between me and Amelia. “Does she know where you live? I thought you didn’t tell anyone. You freaked out when you found out I knew where you slept.”

      Amelia looked up at me, quizzically, but didn’t say anything. I knew what she was probably thinking. She wanted to know why I led her directly to my sleeping grounds, when I never, in four years, let another person know where I laid my head at night. I didn’t tell her last night, and I couldn’t answer that now. Not only because I didn’t want to, but because I didn’t know how to. It was something I still needed to figure out myself. There were things about myself that even I didn’t understand.

      “Dude, we could make this work. Let’s take a tour and brainstorm some ideas.” Desmund led the way into the warehouse.

      It was so much more than a warehouse. There were additional buildings nearby that had been connected with hallways at some point. It was a warehouse attached to a maze with many halls and rooms. Technically it could pass for a hotel, there were so many rooms.

      The many rooms filled with beds made my mouth water, even if some of them were rackety old beds with mattresses that people have probably died on. After so many years, I would never become picky about a mattress. I even resisted the urge to lie down on one right now, afraid that I would get too attached and take Desmund up on his offer after all without fully thinking it through.

      He may wear suits, but he still skeezed the hell out of me. I didn’t know him well enough to trust him, and I didn’t trust easily.

      “What are you thinking?” Desmund asked, showing his pearly whites in the smile of a devil.

      “I hope you don’t expect me to use all my savings on this. It’s nice and all, but I’m not giving up my dream for someone else’s goals. Do you have anything to put toward it, or are you only relying on me?” I asked.

      “Nah, man, I have something to contribute as well. Aside from some cash, I have connections. You aren’t the only one I’ve been talking to, trying to persuade. Albeit, you are the first one I’ve shown this to, so you should feel special.”

      “What about me?” Amelia asked. “What am I doing here? I don’t have anything to contribute.”

      Desmund turned to face her with an equally large grin. “My girl, you’re tough and I like that. Nobody coming into this town for the first time can do as well as you have. I’m impressed, and I assumed if Crace here agreed, that you would follow.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, pushing up her breasts. She definitely saw that I noticed. Fuck. “What if he didn’t want to take it, would I still be able to?”

      “Of course, my lady. If I didn’t want you on my partnership team, I wouldn’t have let you come along in the first place.”

      “Who’s all included in this partnership team?” she asked.

      “I’m aiming for seven of us. Me, the two of you, and four others. You’ll meet them soon enough, if everyone agrees to this,” he answered.

      “So my money isn’t the only one you need?”

      “Oh no. It’s needed, for sure, because this place goes for a pretty penny. However, there are others who would go all in for this. Between the 7 of us, we can make it happen.”

      “You know how badly I want my apartment,” I said.

      “I know that, and I support it. I’ve gone and checked out the apartments you’re interested in. Did you know there are a few available? If we can pool in enough money, maybe sell extra product, we could all get an apartment in the same area, along with this warehouse. Be one big happy family.” He grinned wide.

      “Do you even know how much money we’re going to need?” I asked, incredulous. I’d been saving for years for this, yet he made it sound like we could pull this much cash out of thin air. I looked at him, and this time really looked at him, and wondered what else he was hiding. There was no way he was just a bullshit businessman. He had to have another side to him that wasn’t all clean suits and silk talk.

      “Relax, we’ll have it covered. I’ve been saving up some cash myself,” he said.

      I furrowed my brow. “You mean you haven’t been blowing all your savings on those suits?” I motioned to what he was wearing.

      He smoothed the front of his jacket. “Nah, man I’ve taken these off guys I’ve killed. The trick is to do it in a way that won’t damage the suit.”

      The scary thing was that I couldn’t tell if he was joking or if he was serious. I got the feeling he was someone who shouldn’t be underestimated, and I didn’t know him well enough to be able to tell when to walk with him, and when to step back.

      But if what he said was true and we really could build up this business like he said and give us all a place to live, a place to work, and extra money, then what did I have to lose? Especially since I already had nothing outside of torn blankets in the rubble.

      “How can we guarantee we’ll be safe here?” I asked.

      “That’s the thing. With a profession in crime, there’s no guarantee. Don’t you worry about that though, let me take care of it. I want you to keep doing what you’re doing, and work on bringing in more clients,” he said.

      “Well I think I lost a client. Even if he hadn’t bled out through his nose, he’s going to be buying from someone else now because I won’t trust him to not pull that shit again, his money isn’t worth it. There are plenty of others for him to buy from,” I said.

      “You know much about other dealers?” he asked.

      “Not really, I try to keep to myself. I know they’re out there, though. I’ve seen them.”

      “What about this lovely lady here?” He smiled at Amelia who had been so quiet this whole time. “What are you thinking about?”

      She shrugged and shoved her hands into her pockets. Her dark blue eyes widened with surprise at being put on the spot, and her hair was wild around her face. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s a good idea, but how can you trust everyone here? I’d be more interested in hearing about how you plan to keep such a big ‘business’ under wraps. This place is huge, and I assume you plan to fill it with way more than seven people.”

      His grin widened. “Smart girl. Yes, I do plan to fill it with more people. Many, many more people.” He walked through the warehouse with his arms spread out. “This will be our headquarters, and we’ll have smaller bases of operation spread throughout the midwest. I plan to be the biggest business in the region. I am a businessman, after all.” He turned and cocked his head and looked at her. “Do you plan to stick around long enough for that, or are you skipping town in a few months?”

      She looked like she’d been slapped in the face. “How’d you know about that?”

      “My girl, I know all. It’s okay if you do want to keep moving towns, I’m going to need people I can trust in other locations. You would be perfect as a floater, traveling between the locations and making sure they all keep running smoothly,” he said.

      “I’ll think about it.” Her voice was quiet and she wouldn’t look at me.

      I didn’t expect her to stay with me forever, but some part of me also didn’t expect her to leave. We were in our own little bubble of time, but the problem was that time moved whether we wanted it to or not. I tried not to let my thoughts show. After all, this was all business.
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      The question caught me off guard, and I realized this moment would affect the rest of my life.

      For five years, I had been moving from town to town every few months. I’d lived all over the country, and even a brief period when I found myself crossing the border to get away from people who found it fun to chase people like me for the hell of it. It took me a little while to figure out how to get back over, then I continued hopping around from place to place.

      Now here I was, only a couple weeks into my most recent town, and I was already finding reasons to stick around longer. Only a couple weeks in, and I was almost feeling ready to break my own rules.

      I looked up at Crace, but he was watching Desmund, so I averted my gaze again. I already knew I was a pain in his side, and they would be better off running this business without me. My only concern was would they let me leave if I knew too much? Crace might, but Desmund was difficult to figure out.

      “We’ll see,” I finally said after a prolonged silence. “If the offer is good enough.”

      “Perfect,” he grinned and wrapped an arm around my shoulders to pull me into his side for a hug. I was surprised his face didn’t hurt at this point, all he was doing was stretching the limits of grinning. “This, my lovelies, is the start of the Dragons.”

      “Dragons?” I asked when he let me go.

      “Fierce, strong, and willing to do anything to grow and protect our horde. We’re going to be sitting tall on a pile so large, you’ll be shipping in the finest caviar from around the world.”

      “I don’t think I need that glamorous of a life. Give me a loaf of bread and something not moldy, and I’m good,” I said.

      Desmund threw his arm across my shoulders and walked me toward the front of the warehouse. “Your tastes will change, and I’m here for it. How about you two go do...whatever it is you do, and I’ll work out the kinks here. We can meet up later and go over more of the finer details, and make this union official.”

      “How do you plan to make it official? I don’t sign contracts,” I said.

      “Perfect, because I don’t do paper trails. We’ll make it official in ink. I’ll find you two later, run along now.” He pushed us out the door, pulled out a cell phone, and walked off without telling us how he planned to sign our lives away in ink without using a contract.

      I stood there in front of the empty warehouse that was about to be the start of a brand new life, and looked up at Crace. He looked uncomfortable, and like he didn’t have any idea what to do next, either.

      “So…” I began, filling the silence, “what now?”

      He looked down at me, accusation in his eyes. “What are you doing?”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, genuinely confused, and somewhat hurt by the harsh turn in his demeanor. This was not the same man who held me throughout the night and kept the world at bay.

      “Here. With me. With us. Do you have any intention of going into business with us, or are you only leading him on?” The way he said that, I found it hard to believe he was only worried for Desmund. His eyes held fire that hid so much hurt, and I realized what he was talking about.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do, this was a big bomb that was dropped on me. I haven’t planned out the rest of my life since I was five years old and still thought the world was good. Now that I’ve seen how much hurt there is everywhere I go, I don’t plan things, they just happen,” I said.

      His voice got low and his eyes shadowed with something I couldn’t make out. “Well, you better figure it out.”

      He turned and walked away, just like that. What the hell happened? This day was going so well until now.

      “That’s it, you’re just going to say that and walk away?” I called after him.

      “Yup.” He kept walking.

      I wanted to run away as well. Running away was something I did really well, I had five years experience with it so far. Instead, I ran up to him, grabbed his arm, and spun him around so hard he struggled to keep his balance. “You don’t get to say that and then walk away from me,” I said. “Talk to me, Crace. What the fuck is going on?”

      He turned his head to the side and looked at something far away, as he thought. Then he looked at me again. “Nothing. Apparently nothing is going on. I’ll see you later, sweetheart.” He pulled his arm free from my grip and kept walking. He left me standing in the street screaming his name and stomping my foot in frustration.

      This was the first time I ever cared that someone walked away from me. I wanted to talk. I knew there was something between us, I was stubborn, not blind. If he couldn’t see it too, then there was no reason to fight for it.

      I ran back to the overpass as quickly as I could and gathered up my few belongings and stuffed them into the single bag that I threw diagonal across my body. It was the least I could do. I doubted he would be thrilled if I had to come back and do this while he was here. I didn’t want to be a burden to him anymore. If he wanted me to leave, then that was what I would do.

      Without looking back, I walked. I found the nearest rest area which took a few hours to get to, and began cleaning up in the sink in the bathrooms.

      I tried to do this at least once a week if I could, if not more. Just because I was homeless, didn’t mean I had to look and smell like it all the time.

      The rest area was mostly empty and I was able to use paper towels with soap and water to wash down my body in peace, one section at a time. Then I hand washed the clothes that needed it, after changing into a clean pair of clothes.

      Threads were wearing out. I would need to find some replacement clothes soon.

      I finished up my washing, slung my bag across my body and kept my wet clothes in my hand. I exited the restroom in search of a new place to sleep, and to let the sun dry my wet clothes. There was nothing else to do today, and it was very possible I was prolonging leaving town right now. The reason for that was something I didn’t want to look too closely at, for fear I couldn’t take the pain.

      No sooner had I walked down the sidewalk toward the main road, someone grabbed me around the throat and pulled me into the wooded area behind the small building. The parking lot was empty. There was no one to hear my scream, even if I could scream.

      The man who grabbed me slammed my back against a tree trunk and stood in front of me with his hand still around my throat. He looked familiar. I hadn’t seen him since I knocked him unconscious when he stole from Crace, and we’d left him passed out on the ground in favor of finding his stolen product. I’d forgotten all about him. Apparently he survived after all. I guessed I didn’t kill everyone I met.

      He looked worse for wear. One eye was swollen shut, and blue and purple bruises adorned his face. I certainly hadn’t hit him that hard with the hilt of my knife. Those were caused by something else.

      “What do you want?” I rasped out.

      “I know it was you,” he got out through gritted teeth. “You killed my partners, and let the cops find the product. Now I have no product, no partners, and pretty soon no teeth if I don’t get more of it to my boss by tonight.

      I coughed, and he loosened his hold on my throat enough to let in some air. “That wasn’t your product to begin with. You stole it.”

      “I was desperate. We’re criminals, here. The law doesn’t work for us. You do what you can to survive.” He took a moment to look at me. “You must be new around here.”

      “As a matter of fact, I am,” I confirmed. There was no point in lying. It was painfully obvious to everyone that I didn’t belong here.

      “You don’t know how things work around here, then. I’ll make you a deal. You help me out, and I’ll let you live.”

      “Fuck off, I’ll find my own way to survive,” I said, reluctant to agree to anything, or anyone. I was already tied up in my issues with one man, I didn’t need to add in another.

      “You’re going to help me get some product. I don’t care how you do it, either steal it from the police station, or get it from somewhere else. However you choose to do it, it needs to happen before sundown,” he said.

      “I’m obviously new around here, how am I supposed to know where to start?” I asked.

      “Oh, I don’t know. That man you were with who I stole it from, get it from him.”

      “He doesn’t have anymore, you took all he had.”

      “Well that complicates things then. Where did he get it from?”

      “Hell if I know. Want to see if he can help you?”

      He barked out a laugh. “Doubt it. I’m sure he needed it about as bad as I do. Criminals don’t exactly help out other criminals.”

      “They do if they band together,” I said, thinking back to Desmunds’ proposition. If he needed more people, this guy was pretty dedicated to the job.

      He looked at me for a moment in silence, thinking something over. “Have you met the man in the suit?”

      “You know him too?”

      He let me go and rubbed his chin. “Are you one of the seven?”

      “Yeah, I guess you can say that.” I rubbed my throat.

      “Fuck. Okay. Actually, this is pretty great. We’re already going to be partners anyway.”

      “I haven’t officially agreed to anything yet,” I said.

      “But you will. He doesn’t pick people he isn’t serious about. If he wants you in, then you’re in,” he said.

      “I really don’t know,” I whispered, then shook my head. “Nevermind. I think I might know where to start. Do you know anything about a black Cadillac?” I remembered seeing Crace buy from one. Odds were, there was more than one in this city.

      “Yeah I know it. There’s only one in this city.”

      Well, okay then, so much for that self doubt. “Whoever drives it, sells it. If we can find them, then we get some more.”

      “I don’t think you’re understanding me…” he motioned for my name.

      “Amelia.”

      “Amelia. The reason I ripped off your friend is because I don’t have the cash. Therefore, I still don’t have the cash. We’re going to need to steal it.”

      I grinned. Stealing stuff was my specialty. “Perfect,” I motioned for his name.

      “Aven.”

      “Aven. I have a ninety-nine percent success rate with that.”
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      An inhuman roar passed through my lips and echoed around the overpass.

      After realizing what an ass I’d been and that I had royally fucked up big time, I rushed here hoping to wait for her to return. I wasn’t expecting to find that she’d already packed up and left.

      I looked around wildly, hoping to see her retreating form, but there wasn’t movement for as far as I could see. She really was gone.

      “Fuck,” I spat out.

      “Hey man, are you okay?” A passerby asked. This was the first time in four fucking years that someone normal acknowledged my existence, and it of course had to be when I was breaking down over making a monumental mistake.

      I roared at him, and he ran away. I had never seen someone run away so fast before in my life.

      She was probably finding some new trouble to get into. Ever since she’d arrived in this town, everything with her had been trouble and a near death experience. For all I knew, she could be bleeding out on the pavement right now.

      I shook that thought from my head. I refused to believe that option. She was out there, and she was tough. For all I knew, it was probably me getting her into trouble, and she was perfectly fine right now.

      I slammed my fist into the concrete above my sleeping corner until my knuckles bled. I saw my own face in the concrete and wanted to punish my past self for being a jackass. Unfortunately, my past self would never learn.

      Once all my energy was out, I did a piss poor job of washing up, and then I went out to find my fucking girl.
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      Aven led the way to the area he thought the Cadillac resided, and we kept up small talk along the way. There was nothing like idly chatting about criminal life while walking through town. Nobody paid attention to anyone around them, anyway. We could have been loudly plotting a murder and no one would have been any the wiser.

      “What kind of drug dealer are you?” I asked.

      “I don’t believe I follow.”

      “Maybe you’re new in town too,” I mused.

      “I am not new in town.” He seemed so calm, a stark contrast from the man I pummeled not long ago. I was surprised he could still see. The swollen eye looked pretty bad, and I looked away with sympathy.

      “Then how do you not know how to get more of this? Isn’t there a yellow pages for criminology or something?”

      He chuckled. “You’re new to this life as well as the town, huh?”

      “I’m not new, I’ve just chosen to stay out of it. I haven’t had much of a choice lately though.” I kept myself from laughing at that. I haven’t had any choice at all lately. I was thrust into this life whether I wanted to be in it or not. I didn’t understand everything that went on, but here I was, trekking across the town with yet another drug dealer, in search of yet another stash. I should really start charging for my services. “How do you fit into all of this?”

      “My girl and I found ourselves in too deep. We owe people a lot of money, and have been doing this on the side in order to repay our debt. Product is worth more to them than cash is, which is why I stole it, since I didn’t have cash to trade it for in the first place,” he said.

      “I don’t believe I follow. You want to get out from under one drug boss, only to go work under another one?” I didn’t understand. How could he be free if he was leaving one unhealthy place to go right into another one? He would be trapped for life.

      “It’s not like that. With Desmund, we would be partners. With where I’m at now, I might not live to see the sun set. And those partners of mine you took out? I actually want to thank you for that. I hated going to that house. I’m pretty sure there were some rotting corpses in there from the smell of it.” He peered around the corner of the building and, once deciding the coast was clear, motioned for me to follow.

      I didn’t ask him to elaborate, I understood well enough what he meant. Freedom was everything.

      We snuck into the seemingly abandoned shack. It was small, and I was surprised it was still standing. The wooden panels on the outside were falling apart from weather and wear, and it was in dire need of a new paint job. A step creaked as we walked up the front steps, and I paused. Nobody came after us, so I hopped the rest of the stairs, landing on the deck.

      Two rocking chairs were set on either side of the front door, with a dead houseplant on either side of them. It was a nice touch, albeit a little creepy. The windows were covered with so much dust, dirt, and other substances that I didn’t want to know, and we couldn’t peer inside. Our only option was to go in blind, so I gripped the doorknob and was grateful to find the front door was unlocked, then opened the door slowly.

      From what I could see, there was no one inside. In fact, there was nothing inside. There was an old and fragile looking table in the far corner, and a single chair that looked like it might give out under the next person to sit in it.

      “I don’t know if this is it…” I said, looking around at the dust-covered furniture. The place looked like it hadn’t been used in years. And where were the people? No good bad guy worth anything left his shit unprotected.

      “Follow the footprints in the dust,” he said, grabbing a door knob and opening it with a creak. We peered down a dark set of stairs with a faint red glow at the bottom. With careful footing, we slowly made our way down the stairs, pausing from each creak, and I had to slap a hand over my mouth to keep from gasping too loud at the sight that greeted us at the bottom.

      The entire basement was a grow farm, each one sectioned off as something different, and filled with all sorts of miscellaneous illegal products. Multi colored grow lights hung all around the ceiling, and while nothing was actually labeled, they were all sectioned off with codes. They had to have every illegal substance known to mankind in this place. If we could steal more than we needed, we could hit the lottery and fully fund everything we wanted. So why was there something wrong? We’d hit the jackpot of all jackpots.

      “Something isn’t right,” I said. “Why isn’t anyone guarding this?”

      I was shoved to the ground and looked back in time to see Aven fighting two against one. Sounds from upstairs told me we were about to get really busy.

      “Grab one and run,” Aven said when he got close enough to me without having to shout it and alert the other guys I was stealing their stuff. “I got this. Just go!”

      I grabbed a bag that looked the most like what was stolen from Crace, and darted up the stairs. If I was lucky, I would be able to get outside and then a safe distance away without anyone else interfering. If I was extra lucky, Aven would follow after me quickly, and we could get away without any other trouble.

      Except I wasn’t so lucky.

      Three people rolled around on the floor in spaces that hadn’t been touched for months. I paid them no mind when I ran past but right when I reached the door, I turned around. “Crace?” I said, incredulously. What the fuck was he doing here?

      I was pissed with him. Or maybe he was pissed with me. To be honest, it was getting hard to keep track.

      He was caught in the middle of a fight with two others. He punched one guy and kicked another, then grunted when the first guy sent a foot into his stomach. “Hey, Sweetheart,” he wheezed out. “Let me take care of this and then we can have some words.”

      The fight continued, but I wasn’t going to stick around. He had the upper hand anyway, one guy was already down by the time I turned around and left the old shack behind me.

      He was everywhere. Every place I went, every bad encounter I had, and every time I laid my head down at night. This was getting ridiculous. I didn’t know what kind of words he wanted to have, exactly, but I wasn’t in the mood to find out. Right now, I was on a mission to help someone in trouble.

      I ran until I was two properties over and then stopped. No one had followed me.

      The area was completely empty. Deserted. All I had to do was sneeze and it would send a beacon of my location to everyone in the vicinity.

      I worried about Aven. Did he make it out alright, or was he now fighting Crace, the two thinking the other one was an enemy? This was such a fucking awful situation.

      Before I could decide if I wanted to stash the bag and head back--not to mention how much danger I was in holding this shit in broad daylight--a hand clasped over my mouth.

      “How kind of you to bring my own product to me. It would have been nice if you hadn’t taken it at all, though,” a nasally voice said in my ear.

      I opened my mouth wide and bit down on the hand. A loud shriek let out and I ran. I didn’t know which direction I was going, only that I was going far away from people who wanted to hurt me.

      Until I ended up stumbling over tree roots and into a street that had a cop car, with one cop in the driver's seat, scrolling on his phone. I didn’t see him until after the pavement broke my fall.

      He looked up.

      Our eyes met. “Fuck.”

      I got up and ran.

      Sticks crunched as he chased after me. I could drop the bag and run faster, but I didn’t think it would matter much anyway, he would probably be more interested in the criminal than the drug. The least I could do was hold onto it if I could. I already had a decent death grip on the thing going on.

      “Hold up!” he shouted at me, but I wasn’t stopping for anything. Running from the cops was never on my bucket list, but now I could add it just so I could cross it off.

      My chest hurt. My lungs threatened to explode. My legs begged for me to stop. But I kept going. I kept running, and I wouldn’t stop until I knew we were all safe, because dammit, I was beginning to actually care for some of these fuckers. I supposed that was why I kept a death grip on the bag of whatever drugs this was. I didn’t even know what I was risking my freedom for, but it better be damn well worth it.

      We ran through trees and yards, and jumped over fences. I no longer knew where I was, or even if I was still in the same town. I had no idea how to contact Aven or Crace when I finally lost the cop, if I ever could lose him. His endurance was much better than I would ever have hoped.

      I never dared to look behind me. All I knew was that I was in the lead, and turning my head to look would cost me precious seconds slowing down, that I didn’t have to gamble. All I knew was that I was still running, and he was unfortunately still chasing me. The only upside that I could see was he hadn’t pulled a gun. I might be fast, but I wasn’t faster than a bullet.

      He called for backup into his mic at one point, and I dreaded the moment that I would get overrun with cops. It was inevitable. I didn’t know if I still had any hope left, I only kept running for the hell of it. Because giving up was not an option, regardless of whether or not I thought I would make it.

      Then I fell. I didn’t know what I tripped over, probably another fucking tree root. Maybe my own two feet. I had no idea. All I did know, was that I was falling to the ground face first, and that I was fucked beyond fucked.

      There were a million other directions my life could have taken. If I would have called the cops the day I found my parents, and gone into foster care, maybe I would be sitting by a pool at a mansion drinking spiked tea with basil right now. Or maybe I would already be six feet under, it was really hard to know how my life would have turned out. Regardless, I had no regrets. This was the life I chose, and this was the life I would keep on living.

      I kicked out and felt relief when my tattered shoe connected with something hard. I got him. It probably wasn’t enough to keep him down--hell, kicking a law enforcement officer was sure to get me extra time behind bars--but it bought me a few fractions of a second.

      My shoulder throbbed from where I hit the pavement only minutes before, and carrying this damn thing only made it worse. But I had to keep going. I pulled myself forward, ignoring the sticks that caught on my body as I pulled myself across the ground.

      Fingers wrapped around my ankle and I yelled. I kicked. I did everything I possibly could to get away. Dirt dug underneath my fingernails so bad that it was painful, but I still tried to claw myself away. I did not want to be caught, I wanted my freedom.

      Images from my life before fifteen years old flashed before my eyes. I saw my mom and my dad shot up on the couch. I saw myself standing in the lunch line with no money to buy food, and a lunch lady taking pity on me and giving me a cookie at the register. I saw myself in math class taking out my homework and trying not to grab the used needles that my parents hid inside of there for whatever fucked up reason they had in their high state of mind.

      I clawed myself forward, and kicked back. I held onto that damn bag as much as I possibly could. My freedom was worth fighting for, and I would give it everything I had.

      Tears ran down my cheeks. I didn’t want to get locked away. I didn’t want to become the very thing I spent so many years trying to escape. However, I still held onto the bag like it was my biggest life preserver. It was the one thing that promised me an ounce of freedom, but it was simultaneously dragging me down. However, I held onto it for everything that it represented. I was going to go away, and not one single person in this sad, sorry world would care.

      I saw the flames of my trailer when I walked away from my old life for good. Would they find out I was the one who did that? I didn’t know what my life would be like in the slammer, but I dreaded it nonetheless, and I didn’t stop kicking or screaming, even when my voice grew hoarse.

      “Amelia!” A voice screamed in my face, and I opened my eyes. I realized I was standing, with Aven gripping my arms. I’d been trying to claw his face off. I looked down and saw the cop was unconscious on the ground next to his taser. “It’s okay, I got him. I’ll be in a shit load of trouble if he wakes up and sees me, though, so we better leave.”

      Aven walked me out of the area, whatever area we were in, and I leaned into him and sniffled. “You okay?” he asked, concern lacing his voice. He searched my face, for what, I didn’t know, but he didn’t seem to like what he saw.

      I brushed the dirt off my cheeks with the sleeve of my jacket, and shook twigs out of my hair. I was a right mess, and so soon after I’d gotten cleaned up, too.

      “Yeah,” I choked out, “I can’t believe how close I came to being caught. I also didn’t realize just how much I didn’t want to be caught, or quite how pathetic my life was in the past. Hell, maybe it still is,” I gurgled a laugh. “It was one thing to be held by the drugstore owner when I was caught, but entirely different when it was a cop. It was more real,” I sniffled, and wiped the single stray tear from my cheeks. I was embarrassed that I even cried at all. I didn’t anticipate telling this much of myself to a man I had technically met only today.

      “Getting sent to the slammer is no good deal. I tased him until he stayed still. It took a few tries, I’m sure they practiced that shit.” He looked me over. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine, let’s get out of here.” I shoved the bag into his arms, right when a fist came flying out from nowhere. “Crace!” I shouted, but he ignored me. His full focus was on Aven, and his eyes were out for blood. “Stop it, Crace!” I shouted.

      The deafening smack of flesh hitting flesh filled the air and my ears. I pulled on Crace’s bicep, but he wouldn’t bulge. “What is wrong with you?” I asked, shouting in his ear.

      Crace turned his head to me in confusion, his fist hanging in midair. “What do you mean, Sweetheart? I’m saving you.”

      “You’re not saving me, you’re making it worse,” I pleaded. “Let him go, we need to run. All of us, dammit, Crace! Fucking listen to me for once!”

      Without any further questions, he stood up and I pulled Aven to his feet. We ran, with me still holding the damn bag. At this point I was beginning to think it was merely an extension of my own body. I’d never held onto a bag of drugs for this long before. I doubted I had ever actually touched one before, that wasn’t hidden in my childhood toys.

      “Okay, what the fuck is going on? I’m not running anymore,” Crace said as he skidded to a halt.

      “What are you talking about? You’re the one who showed up out of the blue,” I said. “I didn’t even know you were there until I saw you on the ground with two others.”

      “So you left me?” he shouted, and pointed a finger at my chest.

      “I was doing what I was supposed to, and you weren’t supposed to be there!” I shouted, pointing a finger to his own chest.

      “Since I’m not sure if you two are about to kill each other or fuck each other, maybe I could clear some things up,” Aven said. For a moment I’d almost forgotten he was there.

      Crace looked at him, and his face turned red. “You. You’re the one who stole from me!” He shouted, and then descended on him. I stepped in between them.

      “Wait, you don’t know the whole story,” I said.

      “What’s the story? About how he stole from me?” he shouted. He didn’t want to listen to reason. He didn’t want to hear any excuses. He wanted back what was taken from him, and that turned out to be a lot more than a measly bag. That theft cost us so much, we would never get back the time we lost, or get rid of the bruises we now carried.

      “Dude, chill out, okay? I’m sorry, I truly am. As I’ve already explained to your girl here--”

      “I’m not his girl,” I gritted out. Crace glared at me.

      “Regardless of whether you stay, or you leave, or you get locked up, you are mine. End of story,” Crace said.

      “Right. So, I’m in hot water and I needed a bag, since your bag was lost to the cops. She was helping me out, on account of me not killing her,” he said casually, but Crace grabbed him by the throat.

      “He didn’t mean it,” I said, even though I was certain that he in fact, did mean it.

      Crace loosened his grip, and Aven and I explained about how he and his girl were in trouble. Not only that, but about his involvement with Desmund. Apparently the man in the suit was a common denominator and the reason why we would be working together. He would be pissed if we killed each other right now, he’d spent a good amount of time trying to find his partners. Now that we knew about two others, we had two more to meet.

      I thrust the bag in Aven’s arms and turned to Crace. “Okay, I know why Aven and I were there. Now why were you there?”

      He huffed and then glared at me. “I followed you.”

      I reeled back. “Followed me? Why?”

      He glanced off to the side for a brief moment before locking eyes with me again. “Because I fucking like you, okay? I saw you walking, so I followed. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      I watched his Adam's apple bob up and down. I didn’t know what to say, so of course I stood there dumbstruck. Silence was likely not the answer he was hoping for.

      “Don’t you dare fucking laugh at me, Sweetheart, I don’t think I could take it if you did.” His voice sounded almost pained.

      “Even though you expect me to leave, without letting me have any choice in the matter?” I asked, lowering my voice at the hurt on his face. I was fucking pissed at him, but at the same time I wanted to run into his arms and let us tell each other that we were both idiots and that everything was going to be okay.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t the kind of world we lived in. Our lives were filled with chaos, danger, and unpredictability. If we fucked with that, then might as well give up on our basic rule in life: to trust no one and survive at all cost.

      But he left me because I didn’t have my whole life planned out. I didn’t know where I would be in fifty years, five years, or, hell, even five days from now. Yeah I switched towns every so often, but that was because nobody had ever given me a good enough reason to stay before, even the ones I’d gotten too close to. I was always running away from something. I had never had the opportunity to run toward anything before, and I had no idea how to handle that. Was I supposed to have something to look forward to? Because so far the only thing I ever looked forward to was finding some decent food left in a trash can outside of a good restaurant. I would never not be astounded by all the stuff that normal people threw away.

      “Yeah, well, I can’t help it. You fit perfectly in my arms. Your mouth works perfect with mine. And don’t even get me started on your body--”

      “Okay, I think we’ve heard enough here. I can leave and you two can do whatever it is that you need to,” Aven said, backing away. “I’ll see you when Desmund has us all meet. Until then, stay alive.”

      “We need to go,” I said, looking around and realizing I had no idea where in the fuck I was. I wanted to get out of here. I needed to get somewhere familiar and clear my mind.

      Crace rested his palm against my spine and guided me. Where he guided me to, I had no fucking clue.
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      I hated spilling my guts to her. Yes I liked her and I wanted her to stay, but the last thing I had time for was a broken heart. If she stomped on it right here and now…

      “I need to go to bed,” she said. The sun was getting low now.

      “You don’t even want to talk about this?” I asked, incredulous. She wanted to talk so badly earlier. Now that I was ready, she would rather sleep?

      “It’s not that.” her voice was low. “I’m exhausted. I’ve been running literally all day. Can we do this tomorrow?” She looked up at me and for the first time I saw how exhausted she was. She was so thin, I worried she hadn’t been eating enough. I didn’t recall seeing anything left from her bread that she’d taken from the drug store. I would need to make sure she got something, anything.

      Aside from that, dark bags hung under her eyes. I didn’t notice them before. There was so much about her that I was still getting to know. All her quirks, every annoying little aspect to her, and I was still mapping her body with my eyes.

      She had small scars on her hands like she’d been on the wrong side of a knife fight. What the hell kind of life did she have before I met her? I wanted to kick the organs of everyone who had ever hurt her in the past. I briefly entertained the thought of asking her to take me with her to backtrack all the places she’d ever been, but I thought that might be pushing it.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said. I never did explain exactly why I was here. I told her I liked her, but I followed her because as much as I tried, I couldn’t walk away from her, even if she was walking away from me. I worried that I wouldn’t even be able to walk away when she chose to leave, and making a living here was something I’d been working toward my whole life.

      She walked away. I restrained myself from grabbing onto her, pulling her back, and kissing her reckless. Instead, I followed at a safe distance. Sure I might be described as a creeper if I ever got caught, but I didn’t fucking care. As much as I personally wanted to stay away, as much as I needed to stay away, I had to make sure she was safe. Especially since there was no hope that she was staying with me tonight.

      When I’d gone back to the overpass and saw all of her stuff was gone, I knew I’d fucked up. She’d grabbed her stuff and left because I couldn’t deal with my feelings. Maybe one of these days I would be able to tell her, or maybe I would let it burn me up from the inside out.

      She stopped at a spot at the edge of an alley. It was close enough to foot traffic if she needed help, but far enough off course for privacy. It was a smart move. Whether or not she planned to stay there for the next few months, or if it was just for tonight since she was out of time for options, it was a good choice.

      She curled up between trash cans and blended right in with the garbage, even though she was anything but. She was a diamond in the rough, and nobody in the world saw that as much as I did. How could the world turn its back on something that so obviously deserved to shine?

      I remained in the alley across the street--there were a lot of alleys in this town. And I watched her. I watched her sleep, I watched her dream, and I watched her turn over again and again, restless.

      No matter how much I wanted to go over and save her from her nightmares, I stayed put. I watched over her, making sure that nobody came near.

      I had to remind myself that we both wanted this distance. We weren’t a good match to begin with, so there was no use screwing up what we never had. Yet, I couldn’t stop myself from watching over her.

      It didn’t matter that I hadn’t slept in days because I couldn’t stop thinking about her, except for those few hours that she was in my arms underneath the overpass. This wouldn’t last. I kept telling myself that, but my heart refused to believe it, and dammit I listened to that thing more than I should.

      I tugged at my hair and a few strands came out of my scalp. It hurt that she wasn’t with me tonight, even though I deserved this. I didn’t deserve to have her in my arms. Fortunately for me, I didn’t always listen to what I didn’t deserve.

      That was it. I couldn’t do this anymore. Taking advantage of my moment of internal weakness, I walked across the street. The clean scent of her skin--vanilla, this time--greeted me. I kneeled down in front of her, taking the chance to wake her up so as not to surprise her any more than I was about to do.

      She thrust out a knife at me, but I remained still. “Sweetheart,” I said, in a whisper, “I’m sorry.”

      That was all I said. I poured everything I had into those few words and hoped they translated correctly. They must have, because she sighed and lifted the front of her blanket, allowing me to crawl in.

      We stayed like that throughout the night. Her body between me and the wall, and me between her and the rest of the world.
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      I woke up the next day at peace for the second time in my entire life, and I realized it was because of Crace. Not only did he protect me the night I stayed with him at the overpass, but he protected me more days than I realized, and I protected him as well. Even when we didn’t see eye to eye, we still looked out for each other.

      Almost unbearable relief washed over me. He was still here.

      His arm bound tightly around me, holding me to his chest, his fingers splayed across my stomach. I felt the steady rise and fall of his chest against my back as he breathed. It was a serene, peaceful feeling.

      Footsteps sounded on the sidewalk and my body stiffened. Crace stiffened behind me, as if on cue.

      Living on the streets, even separately, we’d learned to always keep one ear to the pavement.

      The footsteps grew louder, and I clenched my fist tightly around the handle of my knife. I’d slept with it all night clenched to my chest. Maybe now it would get its use.

      “Easy there, tiger,” a familiar voice chuckled, and I turned around to see over Crace’s shoulder. Desmund squatted down in front of us. “I guess now is as good a time as any to see if you’ll take me up on my offer.”

      “How many are in?” I asked.

      “Me, Aven who I’ve heard you’ve already met, his girl, and two others. All that’s left is you two,” he said. When I didn’t respond, he kept talking. “I know he won’t do this if you don’t. I also know that he isn’t asleep right now.”

      Crace grumbled, and fisted the thin fabric of my shirt. My stomach growled.

      “Come on, let’s get you some food and talk.”

      We sat in a diner. It was the first time I’d sat in a diner in years, and by the looks of it, Crace could say the same thing.

      “Are you sure you can afford all this, man?” Crace whispered to Desmund as they both watched me dig into my omelete.

      “Relax, we’re buying that whole warehouse. Of course there’s enough left over to treat two of my favorite business partners to a decent meal,” Desmund said, his voice smooth as silver.

      We ate our food like we were starving and didn’t stop until our third plate each. I leaned back in the booth and rubbed my now full stomach. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a full belly, and I hadn’t even eaten everything on my plate. I quickly stuffed the biscuits into my bag. I didn’t think I could handle seeing the bill. I hadn’t paid for anything since I was fifteen and counted quarters for the electric bill.

      “We can get started as early as next week, once we tie up some loose ends,” Desmund explained, and looked at me. “You are in, aren’t you? If you ever don’t want to stay in this town, there are plenty of other locations you can go to, just say the word.”

      I thought it over for a moment and looked between him and Crace. I focused on Crace when I uttered the words, “I’ll do it,” and noticed the way his face brightened up.

      “Perfect! Let’s make it happen today,” Desmund clasped his hands together.

      “When do we get to meet the others?” Crace asked.

      “You’ve already met one of them, Aven. He and his girl are tying up some loose ends right now and should be joining us not much longer, thanks to you. Also, because of your help, they’re bringing in a boatload of cash. You might still be able to get your apartment after all,” Desmund said, and Crace’s face lit up. “The other two are setting up our first satellite location, you’ll meet them here in a couple weeks. We’ve got the dream team! Come on, time to seal the deal in ink.” Desmund laid a wad of bills down on the table for the bill and jumped up. I resisted the urge to grab the money, and followed him instead. “I just have to pick up my share, pay it off, and we’re in business.”

      We reached the street where we first found out where he lived, and he stopped cold. “Uh, wait here, will you? I’ll be back in a minute.” He waited for us to agree, and then walked casually down the street, as though all the blood hadn’t drained from his face right now.

      “That’s strange he doesn’t want us to go with him,” Crace murmured.

      “Not everyone wants the world to see their home life, no matter how fucked up your own friends’ lives are. I understand it,” I whispered, keeping an eye on his retreating form.

      Crace’s arms wound around me from behind, and I leaned into his touch, not afraid of someone grabbing me from behind. Instead, I enjoyed the comfort.

      I’d learned recently to feel safe in his arms. I was even beginning to crave his touch.

      He kissed my cheek. “We’re really doing this together?”

      I nodded, and he kissed my neck. “You’re staying in town?”

      “As long as I’m wanted,” I answered.

      He ground his erection against my butt and I gasped. “You want me as much as I want you.” I nodded, and he rubbed himself against me again. “That one wasn’t a question, Sweetheart,” he chuckled.

      I could have taken him right here and now on this dirty and open street. I probably would have, too, if shouts and clanging metal hadn’t sapped all of our heat away and made us start running toward Desmund’s house.

      We reached the house and banged the door open. There was no use for the force, it flew right off the hinges anyway, it had been so loose.

      Desmund’s mother laid sprawled out on the kitchen floor, clutching a bleeding stomach wound.

      “What the...'' I began, but my question was answered when I saw Desmund walk by in the hallway, carrying a knife, and his suit spattered with blood. “You’ll never hurt me like that again,” he said, his face as hard as stone. Two red handprints colored his cheeks, and a red burn ran across his throat.

      “Desmund,” I said, but it was no use. He was in his own world.

      “You think you can keep doing this?” he cried out. His voice sounded pained, and I fought the urge to wrap him up in a hug, despite his psychotic demeanor right now.

      His dad stood in the living room holding his belt doubled over in one hand. His face looked menacing, and I stopped in my tracks. Crace held me back. “You think you’re too good for us? That just because you put on a suit everyday, that makes you worth something? You’re not worth any more than the ones you sprouted from. You can’t up and leave us because you found something better, son.” He spit out the last word like it was a curse.

      “You can’t keep suffocating me like this, dad. What do you expect me to do, turn out like you?” Desmund shrieked. “Turn into a dad who hits his own son just because he wasn’t there to help shoot up his mom?”

      “We get by.”

      “But you don’t live. You’re merely existing, and you’re trying to bring me down with you.” Desmund’s voice rose with every word he said. “Every damn day I’m in here, it sucks the life out of me. Every day that you lose it and decide I’m not worth it.”

      His dad lunged forward and then paused right in front of Desmund. For a moment I could have thought they would work out their disagreements, but when his dad fell to the shag carpet with glassy eyes, I saw the bloodied knife in Desmund’s hands. I looked behind me and saw his mother lying still on the kitchen tile, with the same glassy stare.

      “Oh, Desmund,” I whispered.

      Desmund turned toward me. His hair was messed up, his eyes wild, and his suit askew. “You have something to say?”

      I shook my head. “I would never judge. The only difference is I burned down the family trailer with my parents dead bodies rotting right next to it. We can’t control where we come from, only where we go. And right now, we’re really going to have to go.”

      It should probably frighten me how calm I was with this. I couldn’t judge his sins of the present when I had a whole graveyard of them in my past.

      The wildness in his eyes faded, and he slumped his shoulders. “You’re right. Big dreams require doing what’s necessary to reach them. This was only the beginning.” He reached beneath a cushion on the couch and pulled out a ziploc bag that was colored over with black sharpie. At a closer look, I realized he’d colored it himself to keep his parents from seeing the cash inside if they happened to upend a cushion. “Let’s go.”

      He grabbed a box of matches off the kitchen counter on our way out and lit one, then tossed it inside and closed the door. “Good idea, Amelia,” he put his arm around me and the three of us walked down the street together, arm in arm and hand in hand, with a fire raging behind us, and no sirens in sight.
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      The needle stabbed me a few thousand times over, but I didn’t feel a thing. I looked over at Amelia, and she looked as calm as she could possibly be. For someone who had never gotten a tattoo before, she sure took it like a champ. She wasn’t like everyone else, though. She’d been through a lot of shit and endured a lot of pain. The pain from getting a tattoo shouldn’t do anything to phase her.

      Desmund insisted we all get matching tattoos, which the other four Head Dragons gladly agreed to. Aven and his girl Sierra were already finished and waiting on us now.

      The tattoo was a simple dragon head blowing fire into an ‘H’ and the number seven in the middle of it, which stood for the Heads. Us. We each chose a spot that could be easily hidden, such as a shoulder blade, back, thigh, anywhere. My own girl, Sweetheart, got hers on her ribcage right underneath her breast. I had to contain my jealousy while watching the tattoo artist. I knew he had to touch her that way in order to get it done, but it didn’t mean I had to like it. I turned my attention to the drawings on the wall.

      “That wasn’t so bad now, was it?” Aven asked as I approached the counter. Desmund paid and left a hefty tip. I’d given him half of my savings, which was painful for me to do, but I was assured we had clients lined up with a booming business in no time and I would be able to make that back quickly.

      We’d all bought the warehouse together. I was unsure about the final two partners in this, but after talking all together on a video call and seeing that they did in fact exist, I was feeling much more confident about the way things were going. Actually, I was looking forward to this. Even though I didn’t have my own apartment yet, I still had one seventh of a warehouse that had a shit ton of rooms. In a way, I still got what I was saving up for.

      Amelia had gone with me to meet up with my connection, and then with some of my clients. It had taken some convincing, most of it happened thanks to her, but they ended up agreeing to accept the new Dragon business. They wouldn’t trade with anyone but us.

      We weren’t ready to tell everyone what our full plans were yet. Hell, we weren’t exactly planning to announce it to the world. We were setting up a full service organized crime business that spanned across towns, and possibly even states if we grew enough.

      Drugs weren't going to be our only job here. We were adding in thieving, money laundering, every crime that could be imagined. We were going to run a tight ship, and were on the lookout for someone who could clean up our messes, because we already anticipated having people that we needed to make sure disappeared. We were looking for an expert on that, someone who wasn’t afraid of getting their hands bloody, and Desmund was out trying to find the perfect candidate. He preferred to choose everyone himself and make it more personal. Later on there would be initiations as we grew, in order to keep enough human bodies working and product moving, but for now, for important positions such as these, he wanted to pick them himself.

      “I guess we’ll meet back at the place?” I asked to Desmund’s retreating form. He was wasting no time, already out looking for recruits before his tattoo was even properly bandaged.

      “No, this might take awhile. I’ll meet up with you when you meet your next client. I want to talk with him next.”

      I grabbed Amelia’s hand and tugged her in the direction of the warehouse, after saying goodbye to Aven and Sierra.

      We ran through the main building, with our laughs echoing off the walls. It wouldn’t be long now before all these rooms here were filling up with products and people, and I had to admit, I was pretty excited. For the first time ever, I felt like I had found somewhere I actually belonged.

      I tugged her down the hall and threw open a random door, exposing a dim light and a single bed.

      Perfectly imperfect, just like us.
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      I had no idea what Crace had in mind when we raced to the warehouse, pulling me along behind him, but it made me laugh. He did it in such a happy and carefree way, I wanted to keep that look on his face.

      When he pulled me down the hall, my heart pounded. Something I’d secretly thought about but was too embarrassed to admit ran through my mind.

      Then when he pushed open the door and we peered inside, I was the one who was pulling him toward the bed.

      I pushed him down onto the mattress and bolted the door behind us. I climbed on top of him and straddled his waist as I leaned down and kissed his soft lips. They tasted as delicious as I remembered, and I mentally chastised myself for not tasting them more often before now.

      “Sweetheart, I want you.” His words were a plea against my lips. “Do you want me too?”

      I responded by kissing his neck, and then his chest, and then dragging my lips all the way down his abs and licking the crevices between the mountains. I never wanted anything more.

      For someone who lived a life as he had, he was surprisingly built. I could explore the lines of his body all day long. He hid this beautiful treasure of a body underneath hoodies every day that I saw him. I didn’t mind, though. He could hide it from the world as long as he set it on display for me, and let me explore as much as I wanted to.

      My hands found the button of his jeans and freed his aching erection. I licked the shaft from base to tip and wrapped my lips around the head, and pumped.

      His hands found my hair, his fingers tangled in the strands, and his fingertips dug into my skull. So I moved faster, until his abs contracted and I was swallowing every last drop of him. Licking my lips, I moved up and laid down beside him, curling into his side. He wrapped his arms around me.

      “You know, that wasn’t how I expected this.”

      I lifted my head. “Don’t you dare say that was awful.”

      “No, no, no, it was absolutely amazing. You are absolutely amazing.” He kissed me, tasting himself on my lips. “It’s just…” he hesitated. “I imagined being inside you.”

      Truth be told, so did I. I just got a little carried away seeing him bounce on the mattress like that. I sat up and removed my shirt. “That can be arranged.”

      He growled, gripped my hips as he dragged me closer, and nearly ripped my bra off my body. “Hey, careful, it’s really hard to find a good one.”

      “Don’t worry, Sweetheart. Pretty soon, I’ll buy you all the best bras this world has to offer. Besides, pretty soon I’ll make you forget these horrendous contraptions even exist.” He took a nipple between his lips and sucked.

      He paid equal attention to both breasts, then kissed the dragon tattoo with such gentleness as though he thought it might break. “It looks beautiful on you.”

      I leaned down and kissed his chest where his own dragon resided. I had wanted to get a closer look at it since I saw him in the chair, not flinching at all with the needle going in and out. “Yours looks hot on you.” I kissed the dragon head, then the H, then the 7.

      My lips traveled around his pecs, exploring every last inch of chest as he had done to me.

      It wasn’t much longer before our clothes covered the floor and he was positioned above me. He cupped my cheek with one hand and looked into my eyes. “Only if you’re sure,” he said.

      I gripped the back of his head and pulled his face until our noses were almost touching. Our breaths mingled in the small space. “Fuck me already,” I whispered, and bit his lip until he growled.

      He plunged into me and I let out a gurgled sigh as I adjusted to him. It had been so long, and it felt so good, I just wanted a moment to revel in the feeling of him.

      Apparently, he had other plans. “I’m going to make you scream my name to the empty warehouse. We’ll break it in right,” he said as he banged the life out of me until my eyes rolled back in my head and my legs shook with my release, but he kept going.

      “I’m there,” I panted, beginning to see stars. My fingers dug into the fabric below me and tore the fitted sheet from the confines of the corners of the mattress.

      His thrusts increased in speed and frequency, until a second orgasm rolled through me and we both let loose.

      He gripped my chin, his fingers digging into my cheek, and forced me to look at him. “Open yours eyes, Sweetheart, and say my name.” I barely managed to get my eyes open but when I did, he demanded again. “What’s my name?”

      “Crace,” I breathed out. I dug my nails into his forearm. A few drops of blood covered my nails.

      “Say it again, Sweetheart.”

      “Crace,” I said more loudly, and he claimed my mouth once more, framing my head with his forearms as he leaned into me like I was the only thing in his world.
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      I wanted nothing more than to be back in the bedroom at the warehouse with nothing between my girl and I. There was still more of her body I wanted to explore, but I had a job to do first.

      “You better believe we’ll pick up where we left off when we get back,” I had growled in between her sweet, sweet kisses. It amazed me how quickly someone who was such a pain in the ass such as herself quickly became the only thing I wanted to invest my time in.

      “He’s late,” Amelia said, looking up and down the street. The sun was setting and he was supposed to have already been here by now. It wasn’t like him to be this late, ever. Not even Desmund had arrived yet, and he was surprisingly punctual for a man with a suit but no watch.

      “Looking for me?” A familiar voice called out before I received a crowbar to the fucking face.

      Amelia screamed, and I fell to the asphalt after taking another hit. I felt her body sprawled across mine. “Wait!” she yelled, but it was no use. I saw the crowbar coming back down through my blurry vision but I struggled to move. I wouldn’t be able to stop it in time from hitting her, and my whole world shattered.

      I felt everything. Not only the broken bones that I likely now had, but I felt what it would be like to lose her. She should never have been here in the first place.

      She held her hand up as if she expected that to stop the madman, but the look in his eyes told me that he wanted me dead and he didn’t care who he had to take down to make it happen.

      I managed to flip us over at the last minute so that I took the hit to my back. If only I could focus enough to grab the bar on it’s next descent, swing out a leg, or even stand up, anything, then maybe we’d have a fighting chance.

      “Why?” I groaned. Amelia tried to get out from under me, but I held her in place. I couldn’t let her get hurt on my behalf, no matter how much she cursed my very existence. Whatever this was for, it was because of me. I had to deal with it. The only problem was, I didn’t know what the hell I did to piss this fucker off. “Talk to me, dammit!”

      I watched the crowbar descend upon us and I tried to reach out. Everything hurt. My body was too slow, but someone else wasn’t. A hand wrapped around the crowbar before it would hit my face, and stopped it’s motion. All I could see were cufflinks and clean cut nails.

      Desmund pushed the guy back until he stumbled and lost his footing. I had never seen Desmund like this, not even when he was killing his parents. Something inside of him had snapped and was set free, and I was grateful the red in his eyes wasn’t aimed at me. “You think you can go around, taking out my partners? You don’t mess with the Dragons.”

      “I’ve been sent to send a message,” he ground out, his hard eyes still on me. I finally let Amelia out from under me, she was squirming so much.

      “Who is the message from?” Desmund asked.

      “Ice Claw. He’s pissed you took one of his best men.”

      Desmund threw his head back. “Oh I see. This is because Aven wanted out, and joined me instead. I can’t help it if I’m much better to work with.” He held his arms out and shrugged. “I’m here now and I’ve received the message. I’d like to send a message back to your boss as well.” He pulled out a gun and shot him in the head, pulled a gun from the holster around the waist of the body, then walked off.

      My mouth fell open. “Desmund,” I said, scrambling to my feet and wincing at the pain.

      “I’ve got a score to settle. Think you’re up for it, sweet cheeks?” He pulled out a third gun and tossed it to Amelia who caught it in the air and flicked off the safety. She now had a gun in each hand, and I wondered where the fuck that first one came from. “I’d give you one, but you’re injured. Stay back, I’m going to need you healthy.”

      “This place is going to be swarming with cops any minute now, and we’re way too close to the warehouse.” I hissed at the pain that shot through me as I tried to keep up.

      “You wouldn’t let me protect you, now you have no choice. Stay behind us.” Amelia kept the brisk pace with Desmund, her gaze ahead and her facial features ice. I wanted to say she was angry with the man who sent a hitman after me, but I knew she was pissed with me.

      “Sweetheart,” I began, and coughed.

      “We should check that out when we get back. Feel free to wait at the warehouse,” she said. Her voice was hard.

      I stopped arguing and followed them, despite the screaming pain that sailed through my body. Together we hunted down the one responsible for my attack. Well, they hunted him. I followed to make sure they both made it back alive. Amelia still wouldn’t look at me the entire time, and I welcomed the physical pain as a nice distraction from the agony from thinking I somehow fucked everything up with her without realizing it.

      “Do you even know where you’re going?” I asked through gritted teeth as I tried to keep my pain from showing through.

      “The only place he’s ever at. He’s known as Ice Claw for a reason,” Desmund said. “I scouted everyone in this industry and left no stone unturned. He was going to be problematic, way too high strung for me to trust enough to help run things, so I never approached him to be a Dragon. I should have taken him out on the when I had the chance.”

      “I’ve been here for years and never spoken with him,” I said. Although, that was mostly because he dealt in business that was above my comfort level. I wanted fast cash to afford a home and give myself a better life, not to end up either behind bars for the rest of my life or six feet under in an unmarked grave.

      “Good thing. He’s not worth your wasted time.” Desmund snapped his mouth shut and picked up the pace, showing the conversation was over. Sweetheart didn’t spare a single glance at me.

      We ended up several blocks away at an ice cream shop, and I nearly rolled my eyes at how obvious it was. Now I understood the name.

      Sweetheart kicked in the door, causing the “Sorry We’re Closed” sign to crash to the floor, and then Desmund led the way.

      The interior of the coffee shop was decorated with fun, bright colors. Ice cream cones danced around the walls, but the shop was as dead as Ice Claw’s favorite dumping grounds.

      Desmund and Amelia didn’t waste any time as they headed for the door behind the counter, the only door inside this shop. The man we were looking for was in the back room with his pants around his ankles, getting his dick sucked. He didn’t even hear us come in until he saw the barrel of Amelia’s gun pointed at his face. “Message received,” her sweet voice said, right before she pulled the trigger. The poor woman between his legs screamed as blood coated her face and hair.

      “Let this serve as a warning to others that you don’t fuck with the Dragons,” Desmund said, his words aimed at the screaming woman on the floor. She was probably too traumatized for his words to sink in, but to my surprise, her gaze landed on Desmund and her eyes lit with fire. Perhaps she knew more about this business than I thought.

      “We’re done here.” Amelia pushed her way past me and left the shop with the carnage and debris in her wake. I wanted to catch up to her and demand to know what caused such a coldness to take over her body, but her brisk pace was too much for my limp and she remained just out of reach.

      I did try to hold her hand once before her pace became too fast, but she pulled away. She wouldn’t speak a word to me until we were holed up in a bathroom together with me sitting on top of the toilet seat while she checked out my growing bruises.

      Her touch was so soft, I tried hard not to flinch.

      “Sweetheart,” I tried.

      “Shhh. I’m focusing.”

      “Are we okay?” I asked, my voice strained. My heart raced. She didn’t answer me.
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      The imbecile in front of me had bruises all over his body. I could tell when someone was trying hard not to flinch. It caused him a great deal of pain but he refused to show it as much as possible.

      “Pulling the macho card isn’t going to do you any favors. I know it hurts so stop acting like it doesn’t.” My words were harsh, but I wasn’t in the mood to be nice.

      “The only thing that was hurting was that you weren’t talking to me, but I’m glad to see that’s over with now,” he remarked, and I applied more pressure to a particularly deep purple bruise. “Ow!”

      “I don’t think you have any broken bones, which is lucky. The bruises will fade. The only thing we can do now is get you cleaned up.” I stood up straight and motioned to the shower. “It’ll help, and it will make you feel better. Go on then.”

      He stripped down the rest of the way and turned on the water. I tried to avert my eyes. “You know, there’s room for two in here,” he said with a grin. I wanted to smile and join him, but I couldn’t. I was mad at him, and I needed to stay that way. Being angry was the only way I could deal with the world. If I let my guard down again, it would only end badly.

      “Alright, your loss, Sweetheart.” He stepped inside the shower and then at the last second, his arm snapped out, banded around my wrist, and pulled me in with him.

      Water hit my back and soaked my clothes. “You asshole,” I gritted out and slapped his chest, causing water to fly in all directions.

      His lips were on mine, effectively halting everything I was going to say next. I pushed against him but he held me closer, until I bit down on his bottom lip, hard. I tried to escape but he pulled me back, pushed me against the shower wall, and kissed me harder. I tasted blood that was my own doing. And I liked it.

      When I placed my palms against his chest to push away again, I felt the rapid beating of his heart. I thought he was just being an asshole right now, but that wasn’t entirely the case. He was terrified.

      “Crace,” I said around his mouth. “I’m mad at you.”

      “I know that. I’m sorry. I’m trying to make it up to you,” he responded.

      “This isn’t how you do it.” He pulled back and looked at me, waiting for me to continue. “You didn’t fight back. You were too focused on protecting me the only way you could, that you didn’t fight back.”

      I looked up at him with my big and serious eyes and waited for a response.

      He ran his fingers through my hair as the water rained down on us. “I know that, but I don’t regret it. I couldn’t let you get hurt on my behalf.”

      “It wasn’t your behalf though. It was because you’re working with Desmund. Because we’re Dragons. He didn’t try to kill you because you did anything wrong, Crace. He tried to kill you because you were competition, and he knew he was going to go under and would rather go that route than to join us too. You’re not the only one responsible for Aven.”

      “What did you expect me to do?” his voice was low and hard.

      “Roll out of the way. Something, anything. Let me take care of it, like I was already poised to do.”

      “You know I couldn’t have done that. Not with you under me, and leaving you exposed.”

      I lifted my hand to his cheek. “You didn’t even notice I pulled my gun out. I had him, and you pulled me away so I couldn’t shoot.” His body hardened beneath my touch. As much as it pained me to do so, I gave him one last kiss. “I know. And that’s why I have to go. I don’t want to ever hurt you again. I can’t watch anyone I care about die because of me. Not anymore.”

      With that, I stepped out of the shower and left a broken man behind to gather the pieces of his heart among the falling water.
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      With the shower still running as I stumbled out, I shoved my soaking wet legs into my dirty pants in my effort to not waste any time running after her. The movement was awfully acrobatic as I stumbled down the hall after her, not giving a shit what I showed to people around me. Buttoning the pants, I slid across the floor of the busy warehouse with my wet feet as I ran, but I didn’t let it slow me down. I couldn’t let her leave. Not like this.

      “Amelia!” I screamed and rammed my fist through a wall. I saw her flinch, but she kept going. She was leaving me, and it was all my fucking fault.

      I was pissed. With the life she grew up with that convinced her that nothing was worth fighting for. With my inability to see the crowbar before that first blow and avoid all of this. For how the most amazingly infuriating woman was walking out of my life and there was nothing I could do about it. But most of all, I was pissed with myself for letting this happen in the first place. I would most certainly rather be cuddled together underneath an overpass, than to sleep comfortably on a mattress without her ever again. She was what made me feel at home, not the things that money could buy.

      My wet hair stuck to my face and I heard a door slam shut. Looking up, I saw that she was gone. She was really gone. All that was left were people standing around and watching me like I was a bomb ready to go off. “Get back to work!” I shouted at them, making them flinch and begin working again.

      We’d gotten in some people to work below us who didn’t mind doing things beneath the law. They were helping to set up the whole operation. I was supposed to help set up the different divisions, but now I couldn’t focus on anything other than the way those dark blue eyes had last looked at me. They’d been flooded with tears as she hurried across the room and out of my life. Tears that happened because of me.

      I didn’t regret making her safety my priority when I was getting beat down. I would do it all over again, even if it meant she walked out on me yet again. It was the worst wound I’d ever experienced, but knowing that she was still breathing and had the ability to walk away if she wanted to, was more than worth it.

      “Fuck this.” I ran across the warehouse, shouting at Desmund that he was a dumbass for letting her leave. His eyes twinkled as he smiled at me, which pissed me off more. He was a strange man.

      Reaching the door, I threw it open, and nearly fell over in my attempt to avoid steamrolling over the person standing in front of me.

      I brushed the wet strands of hair out of my face to get a better look. It really was her. She was still soaked head to toe, but it was her.

      “Sweetheart,” I breathed. It was really her. She should have been long gone by now with the pace she set for rushing out of my life, but here she was standing in front of me and looking up at me with eyes filled with regret. “I don’t understand.”

      It didn’t matter, I didn’t need to understand. The important thing was that she was still here. This wasn’t over, there was still a chance to make it right. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I can’t go, either. You’re the one that I can’t leave.” Tears stained her cheeks, and she looked up at me with her beautiful dark blue eyes shining with even more unshed tears. A small whimper escaped her mouth and she bit down on her bottom lip, her eyes begging me to make this decision for her.

      Ignoring every growing bruise on my body, I wrapped her up in my arms, holding her as though she was the one thing that would keep me tethered to the ground, and kissed her like it was the last kiss on Earth.

      “We’re not going anywhere, Sweetheart,” I finally said between breaths. “We’re Dragons. We belong here. We belong together.”
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            Amelia

          

        

      

    

    
      The soles of my brand new knee-high boots scraped across the gravel as I walked to my meeting point, and I checked my watch. I was five minutes early, punctual as usual.

      I readjusted the bag around my shoulder, shifting the weight, and leaned against the brick wall. I propped my foot up against the wall behind me, and crossed my arms. Everything around me was still, and I blended right into the scenery like a statue.

      Baxtin was peaceful. I didn’t know if it was because people knew to not fuck with me, or because I was a Dragon. I liked to think it was the former, though. I felt stronger than I’d ever been, and my confidence soared. I was no longer floundering my way through the world, and now I knew when my next meal would be. Not to mention I had enjoyed cleaning up this town of everyone who threatened us. For the first time in my life, I felt truly safe.

      “Come here often?” Crace waggled his eyebrows and grabbed my hips as he leaned in and kissed me, pinning my body to the wall with his own.

      “Every Friday,” I responded. “Aren’t you supposed to be doing something?”

      “The job finished early. I figured my time was better spent checking on my girl.”

      The Dragon business had exploded in the last few weeks. We thought we were doing something great, but we weren’t prepared for how much it took off. We were barely able to keep up and now had multiple divisions under us, each one with their own division head to oversee things. We were becoming quite the organized crime business. Everyone in it played a part, and those who tried to cut us down, got cut down in return.

      It wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. There was a system in place to make sure everyone we brought in could be trusted. Blood had to be spilled for the safety of the Dragons, but we now had a designated clean up crew solely for jobs like that, and having Sai dispose of problem people kept us safe.

      Crace and I were set to leave in the morning to set up a satellite location a few towns over. We’d been in contact with some of the other criminal minds over there, and offered shelter, protection, and food as long as they did their job and kept things running smoothly.

      A man walked up looking hesitant as fuck at Crace. He wasn’t used to anyone else being here when meeting with me. I couldn’t blame him. My guy could twist his body like a pretzel if he made a wrong move. I would have been hesitant, too.

      “He’s fine, he’s with me,” I said, and made the exchange. He scurried off hugging his product tightly to his chest, and I put the money in my bag. “Ready to head out?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      After dropping off the money in the safe at the warehouse, Crace and I hopped on a bus. It was a quick ride, but that was probably because we took turns sleeping the whole way. One of us was always awake at all times when we traveled. The bus came to a stop, and we hurried out.

      The building here was an old abandoned boxing company. It was smaller than our warehouse and only had a few rooms that could be used as bedrooms, but it would do.

      A click sounded behind us and we threw our hands in the air. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re doing here, but you’re in the wrong part of town,” a gravelly voice said.

      “My name is Crace. We’re with the Dragons.” He paused, waiting to see if the man recognized the name.

      “Oh I’ve been expecting you, welcome!”

      I turned around and saw the man shove the gun into the holster at his waistband. He shook hands with Crace, and then with me. “I’ll admit, I wasn’t expecting someone so put together.”

      He eyed our clothing. Crace had on blue jeans and a navy polo. I had black boots, black leggings, and a black tunic. While I had to forego my calf holster with this ensemble, I wouldn’t have made it onto the bus with it anyway. However, it was still tucked snuggly into the middle of my bag.

      “I’m Chester. Let me show you guys around.” He showed us the building, and we talked about all the plans we had for it. This place had the potential of being nearly as big as the Dragon headquarters was. It would be a nice addition to our empire.

      We came up with ideas and laid out a business plan. Chester called in his men to meet with us. They were the best of the best, he said. They all came with expertise in different areas with different kinds of products, and one of them was prepared to have a position similar to Sai’s, as the man who took care of problem people to protect the Dragons. He looked tall, dark, and threatening. I was almost positive he didn’t even know how to smile.

      While we waited for the rest of his men to arrive and get down to business, he showed us to the hotel two blocks away where we could get set up. I had no sooner set my bag on the bed when Crace shut the door and growled in my direction, sending a shockwave to my core. “I was beginning to think I’d never have you alone.”

      I turned around and grinned. “Mr. Impatient, are we?”

      He stalked up to me and wrapped his arms around my lower back, squeezing me to his chest. I felt just how much he wanted me, pressing against my stomach.

      I kissed his lips. Then his chin. Then his neck, as I dipped my hand into his jeans and smiled when his head fell back.

      A knock at the door interrupted us. “Shhh,” I whispered, “maybe it’s housekeeping and they’ll go away.

      Knock. I squeezed his cock.

      Knock. I pumped hard and fast.

      Knock. His knees buckled and he moaned.

      “Dammit, I know you’re in there. This is Chester!”

      “Fuck,” I said.

      “I wish,” Crace panted. His knuckles were white from his grip on the bedpost trying to hold himself up. The polished wood splintered beneath his grip. He struggled to stand upright, trying to tuck his cock back into his pants while he cursed under his breath.

      I answered the door. “What is it?” Annoyance tinged my voice.

      “We have a problem.” Chester stepped to the side and pushed another man into the room. “I found him working as a double agent when I overheard him talking with someone else. The other guy got away. He was making plans to ruin the Dragons from the inside out. What is your protocol?”

      I leaned against Crace, who rubbed his hands up and down my arms. His breathing was still ragged.

      The man ran to the window, but it wouldn’t be of any use. We were on the seventh floor. Anyone going down that way wouldn’t get back up again.

      “Is this true?” I asked.

      “You’re going to ruin everything. You deserve to die,” he spat out, reaching for the window latch. His words held such vehemence, I almost pitied him. Not everyone took kindly to the rise of the Dragons.

      “I see, I see. There’s only one way to deal with this.” I pulled my gun from my thigh holster and aimed it at his head, but Crace had already grabbed him by the shoulders and tossed him to the ground. Once Crace saw my gun aimed at the traitor, he clenched his fists and stepped away to let me finish the job.

      The trigger felt comfortable beneath my finger as I kept my gaze on the pathetic man and spoke to Chester. “We’re going to need to establish a cleanup crew as soon as possible.”

      The man looked up at me with a sneer. He didn’t bother to beg for his life. His mouth opened, and I decided to hear his final words before putting a bullet through his brain. “You’re all scum. Who do you actually think you are?”

      I grinned. “I’m Sweetheart.”
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        They’re both out for revenge but what happens neither of them could predict.

      

      

      

      Emilia 

      Blake fucking Michaels. The boy I fell for and thought would be my forever. That was until he abandoned me when I needed him the most. He suddenly moved across the country. Like we were nothing. Like I was nothing.  

      Now he’s standing in front of me, but I’m the one holding the power. Tasked with writing an article on his band, this is my big career break. I’m going to show the world who the real Blake Michaels is. 

      

      Blake

      Emilia Brookes. The mention of her name makes me metaphorically hard and limp at the same time. Five years ago, she decided I wasn’t enough and hooked up with my brother.

      Now she’s here, looking as incredible as ever and I’m supposed to just smile and make small talk? Not likely. I’m going to make this week a living hell for her and have her regret that she ever fucked with me.
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            Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      A low moan, followed by the sound of sheets rustling, reminds me that I’m not alone. The scent of day-old perfume and rum breath burns my nose before I even open my eyes. When I do, the first thing I notice is the red hair. 

      All wrong. 

      My old friend disappointment rears its ugly head as I come back to reality and remember it was just a dream. A dream that will never come true for so many fucked up reasons. Reasons that both make my blood boil and make me hate myself simultaneously. 

      

      The bleached-to-the-max white sheets rustle again, and flashes of last night come back to me in a drunken haze. 

      Beach party. 

      Bonfire. 

      Tequila shots. 

      Bikinis. 

      Tits. Lots of tits. 

      Speaking of, the warmth of a sizable set presses against my back. 

      My dick fills with blood instantly. There’s a reason she’s a redhead. There’s a reason they all are. Gingers do it for the dick, and that’s about it. No reminders of the past that got away. No complications. No strings. No matter how much they try. 

      A hard knock on the door interrupts us from going at it again. Which is probably a good thing. It’s not as mind-numbing and memory-erasing when you’re sober. 

      “Come in!” I call out, which causes the naked chick next to me to suddenly become self-conscious and scatter to the bathroom. I try hard to remember her name but fail miserably. Chelsea? Chrissie maybe? Not that it fucking matters. 

      “Your room service, sir.” The hotel attendant wheels in a cart filled with an assortment of breakfast options that I preordered as my wake-up call the day before. From scrambled eggs and bacon to waffles to a giant pancake stack, topped with an elegant chocolate A to distinguish the hotel name. 

      Nothing less for a five-star hotel. Or a rock star. 

      I hate myself as I even think it. I keep being told to own it, that being a rock star is what everyone dreams of. And, yes, I’m literally living my dream, but it still doesn’t feel right.

      I thank the guy and slip him a Benjamin from the folded stack I always keep on me. I don’t use my cards unless I have to. Those transactions can be traced, and I don’t like people being able to track my shit. Even if I am watched just about every second of the day. 

      Red exits the bathroom with a towel around her, looking a little nervous and shy. She certainly wasn’t shy last night with my cum on her face. I study her a little more closely. She’s pretty. Gorgeous, some might say, with a light smattering of freckles across her nose and big brown eyes. But it’s still all wrong. 

      

      “Help yourself.” I wave to the spread while grabbing some coffee and venturing out onto the balcony. 

      Warm tropical sun hits my skin, and a clear blue ocean fills the space in front of me. I’ve grown used to this view. But three weeks in paradise has to be enough. The vacay is over, and tonight, it’s back to the real world. 

      The tabloids might love to label me as a reckless and wild rock star, and sure, I do love a good fuck and drink as much as the next guy, but when I’m on tour, it’s strictly work. I’ve worked too hard to fuck this up for myself or the other guys. They’d have my balls if I did anything to jeopardize our shot at legendary music status. As I would to them. 

      One too-eager magazine even released an article last week with the heading “Blake Michaels: The Ultimate Cliché Rock Star.”

      It was a true slander piece, detailing my apparent exploits and uncontrollable ways. PR for the tour had a field day with that one. The writer was on the money about one thing though. I am a cliché in every way, and for some reason, people fall all over me for it. 

      Arrogant, tortured, and angry. The basic ingredients for the standard rock star recipe. Sex, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll, baby.

      Except the drugs. I have never and will never touch the stuff. I’ve seen firsthand what a drug addiction can do to someone. Albeit it was prescription, but all the same, I’d die before I did that shit. 

      

      My phone rings with the familiar, exclusive ringtone I set for my manager. The doom-dum-dum-dum. Fits him to a T. Now, there’s an arrogant son of a bitch if I ever met one. He came recommended by the label when we first signed, and as naïve eighteen-year-olds, we didn’t know any better. Now, lucky for him, he’s been around too long and seen too much for us to fire him. 

      “Yes, Father,” I answer with a sigh. 

      He fucking hates it, which means I’m never going to stop saying it. Thank God though he’s never actually had kids. The poor souls, they’d probably end up like … well, like me. That’s where most of my loathing for him comes from—in the fact that he reminds me so much of my own self-important, power-hungry prick of a father.

      “Where are you?” he demands. We stopped with the pleasantries a long time ago. It’s all business now, and honestly, I prefer it. “You’re supposed to be in LA today!”

      “Yes, I know,” I reply, not even bothering to hide the annoyance at being micromanaged. Another reason why I didn’t tell anyone where I was. Not even Rayner or Zac, my bandmates and two best friends. 

      They are more like brothers than my real brother is, but every now and then, I even need a break from them. They remind me too much of the past and how the best thing I ever had got so royally fucked up.

      “Um, I guess I’d better go …” Red appears at the balcony door, clothed, hovering and waiting for me to beg her not to go. 

      “Tell the concierge to order you a cab on my account,” I say before turning back to the ocean and the lovely phone call with dickager. I’m an ass, I know, but it would be ruder to string her along. 

      “I hope you got an NDA signed.” He asks through the phone. 

      I roll my eyes. “Of course I did.” 

      I might do some really, really stupid shit sometimes, but I’m not an idiot. 

      “That’s debatable,” he quips, impressed with himself. 

      What I wouldn’t give to just fire him.

      “Don’t forget you are booked in at a hotel for press this week before you go to Vegas, and then you fly out next Monday for the tour. There’s a journalist who will be following you around this week for a feature in The Lifestyle Edit.” 

      I groan loudly. I know I sound like a spoiled five-year-old, but my fucks given are getting less and less these days. 

      I loathe these feature articles. Everyone thinks they are going to get the next big scoop or uncover a hidden secret or dark past. We might have secrets—all of us do—but those vaults are tightly sealed shut and submerged under several thousand pounds of baggage.
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            Emilia

          

        

      

    

    
      “Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.” I chant to myself.

      I am so not ready for this. 

      I take one last look down at my outfit, while smoothing down my black straight-legged trousers and fixing the sleeves on my cream blouse. Not as good as I would like, but it’s good enough. Simple, but acceptable. 

      Had I been given more notice, I would have most certainly gone out and bought myself a brand-new, super-chic outfit. Not that I would have been able to afford it, but isn’t that what credit cards are for? I’d have gotten one that screamed, I’m no longer the small-town girl that you humiliated in front of our entire school.

      The memory haunts me, and I have to shake my head to push it away. It wasn’t so much the embarrassment. Which, to be clear, still is the most mortifying thing to ever happen in my short twenty-two years on this planet. 

      No, it was more the reason why that hurt the most. It was the feeling that came after. Like someone had just ripped the rug out from under me, and now, I was public enemy number one. Well, every female at Ridgewood High’s enemy anyway. You’d think with the way they worshipped him, they’d have been happy he was single now, which, yes, they probably were, but they were also out for blood—my blood—for hurting their rock star king.

       

      I got the call from my editor just before five p.m. yesterday, and by eight, I was on my way to JFK to catch the red-eye to LAX. 

      I wanted to say no. In a perfect world, I would have been able to simply say, Nah, I don’t need this job, but I don’t live in a perfect world. I’m not even sure I could imagine one if my life depended on it. 

      If I had turned it down though, the look on my editor’s face would have been absolutely priceless. I know I wasn’t the first choice for this assignment. If I had to guess, I probably wasn’t even the second or third. 

      Freelance writers don’t get these kinds of gigs. A weeklong assignment in LA, all expenses paid, shadowing the music industry’s hottest young band. No way. This is something of divine intervention. Intervention with a sick and twisted sense of humour that is.

      Now, all I need to do is write a kick-ass feature article, wow my editor, and try not to kill the lead singer in the process. If I can successfully manage that, then I’m surely almost guaranteed a junior staffer position. 

      Hopefully. 

      Maybe.

      I mentally picture my career timeline in my head. 

      Finish degree. Check.

      Foot in the door at The Lifestyle Edit. Check.

      Junior writer position. 

      Senior writer position. 

      Editor by thirty.

      Ambitious, I know, and it would make me the youngest editor in the magazine’s history. But I haven’t worked crazy-stupid hours with limited weekends off over the past five years for nothing. From interning in that depressing windowless mailroom, to being a personal assistant to the world’s most bipolar sports editor, to now, finally, a contract freelancer. It’s almost a permanent position but not quite. Articles and pay aren’t guaranteed, but if you’re good at what you do and you meet your deadlines consistently, then you’ll keep getting the call up for more work. 

      This assignment is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This is my break—my very lucky break. It’s also my worst nightmare, all rolled into a gorgeous, tanned six-foot-three package that is Blake Michaels.

       

      Blake Michaels. One-third of the latest music sensation, that is The Other Guys. Diva rock star, as the rags call him, and the boy who shattered my heart into a million razored pieces.

      He wasn’t always a diva. Not even when they started to get a cult-type following in high school and had a permanent gig at the all-ages club. He’s clearly developed into one now though. Not that I know personally. Even without seeing him in person since that day, I still haven’t been able to avoid him entirely. It wasn’t so bad at first. It was just industry chatter and smaller blogs and magazines reporting on their shows. Then, they signed on for a major world tour two years ago, and that’s when he appeared everywhere overnight. I couldn’t walk down Broadway without seeing a billboard with his flashing face on it. I couldn’t open up Twitter without seeing a new tweet on my feed. I couldn’t get through a Spotify playlist without one of their songs sliding in there. 

      I remember this one day last year, he was just appearing everywhere I turned. His slightly off-center cocky smile was taunting me, and I was just about to snap. Then, their latest song came on in the elevator when I was coming back from lunch, and it happened. I absolutely fucking lost it. Naturally, I wasn’t alone, which made it a million times worse. 

       

      My phone pings, notifying me of a new message from my bestie, Lexie. 

      Have you seen him yet?

      I reply back with a simple, No, and throw the phone into my handbag. I can’t get into that with her just yet. 

      Taking a deep breath, I attempt to psych myself up. It’s now or never. 

      I’m Emilia Brookes, and that promotion is mine. 

      Stealing every ounce of courage I can gather at the eleventh hour, I knock on the hotel room door and wait. 

      The solid door snaps open after a few seconds, and at least ten people start pouring out in a flustered mess. I’m nearly knocked over in the process, but I manage to press myself against the wall just in time. 

      “Um, excuse me.” I grab the attention of the last minion out of the room—a girl not much older than me with salon-perfect blonde curls. “I’m looking for Chad Hargreaves.”

      “Argh, what do you want with that douche?” She screws her face up. 

      Clearly, she’s not a fan, and I like her for saying so. 

      “Uh,” I start, a little thrown off, “I’m Emilia Brookes from The Lifestyle Edit.”

      “Oh, yes! No, you don’t want him. You need me.” She stretches out her hand for me to shake. “Candice James, PR manager for the label.” 

      “Hi.” I return her handshake, a little surprised. “You’re the PR manager?” 

      “Sure am.” Candice grins. “And if you’re about to tell me I look way too young to be head of PR, then I think we just became best friends.” 

      “Sorry!” I backtrack, feeling embarrassed. I hate it when people write me off professionally because of how young I am.

      “No way. It’s fine. Honestly, I get it all the time. I wish I could say I was still in my twenties, but alas, that ship has sailed.” 

      Damn. I need whatever skin products she’s using. 

      “What’s going on?” I motion toward the stampede that is already halfway to the elevators.

      “Oh, just some tour scheduling.” She waves off. “So, our stars aren’t here. They had an early call for their new music video and are filming down on the beach. I’ll take you down.”

      “Thanks,” I answer when, in reality, I wish she’d had said we could do it later. My nerves are fraying fast.

      Hold it together, Emilia. 

      

      Way too quickly, we step out of the hotel and directly onto the gorgeous Santa Monica sand. It’s a perfect sunny day, and I immediately curse myself for not grabbing my sunglasses. Or a different pair of shoes for that matter. Heels and sand just don’t mix in any situation. 

      And that’s when I see him. Holy mother of God, do I see him. No longer the scrawny boy waiting to grow into his height with messy brown hair that I once knew, but now a genuine prize to rival the best of them. 

      I hear, “Cut,” being called and watch as he strides out of the water and onto the beach, surfboard under one arm while pushing his hair back with his free hand.

      Oh boy. 

      Blake fucking Michaels is hotter than hot. He’s molten-lava hot, and I’d be guaranteed to get burned—if I didn’t hate him right down to my core that is.

      Tearing me away from my blatant and now-regretful staring, Candice ushers me in a temporary tent worthy of any self-respecting celebrity. It’s complete with couches, a craft services spread, and a portable air conditioner. 

      Left alone and with only my thoughts for company, I try to focus. 

      He’s a jerk. Just concentrate on your hate and how he turned the whole school against you. 

      Remember the smashed eggs on your car and the dirt in your locker. 

      Remember how he lied and made you believe you had a future, only to crush it like a bug under his shoe. 

      Remember how you had to drop out halfway through senior year and finish it online. 

      Just remember all of that. 

      I’m repeating my reasons in my head for the third time when Candice and said rock star burst into the tent. 

       

      “Blake, this is Emilia Brookes from The Lifestyle Edit. She’s doing the piece we talked about.”

      I turn around to face them, and like in slow motion, I see the emotions spread across his face. First, boredom, then shock when he sees the ghost of Emilia Brookes in front of him, and then anger as he realizes that he’s stuck with me for a week. He never did have a good poker face. 

      “What?!” He furiously shakes his head. “No. You said a guy was doing it. Conrad something, wasn’t it?” 

      “I know, but they had to change at the last minute. Something about a death in the family.”

      Candice is right. Conrad was meant to be the one here, not me. His granddad could have at least waited another week before he kicked the bucket, for Christ’s sake.

      “It’s only a week.” Candice continues showing her authority. “And the fans are going to love it. Don’t forget they make or break your career, so don’t get all diva on me now.” 

      “It’s still bullshit,” he huffs. 

      A memory pops back into my head as clearly as if it happened yesterday. 

       

      It was about three months before we broke up, and they had been in LA for another recording session. We were in our senior year, and neither Blake or Rayner’s parents had said they could drop out. Zac’s latest foster parents didn’t care as long as they got their foster check every month. This meant they were flying back and forth until the end of the school year. 

      Blake and I hadn’t seen each other the weekend before they went, and then on the Saturday they were getting back, Mom and I were heading up to Port Stephens for the week to spend Thanksgiving with my grandparents.

      “But I already haven’t seen you in three weeks,” he complained over the phone. I retaliated back with, “Well, that’s not my fault, is it?”

      It then escalated into a full-blown fight. 

      “What was I supposed to do, not go and stay there, just so we could see each other?”

      To which, I yelled back, “I never said that!”

      Ordinarily, we were a great couple and hardly ever fought. But ever since they’d signed and started recording, things had changed. Our communication had broken, and that had caused our relationship to suffer. We easily became irritated with each other and misinterpreted the other’s meanings and actions. Not to mention, we were still only seventeen. We thought we were in this super-mature relationship, but how mature could it really be at that age?

       

      “Well, I’ve got to sort out this scheduling issue, so I’ll leave you to it. Oh, I almost forgot. Emilia, you’ll need this for the week to get access to the hotel floor, the studio, backstage, basically everywhere really.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble, looking at the Crew lanyard now in my hand. 

      Just about every female under the age of forty would kill for this kind of access to Blake fucking Michaels, but not me. I wish I was thousands of miles away, back in my tiny shoebox New York apartment. And that’s saying something. I hate that apartment.

      I hear Blake huff again and flop down on the largest sofa, looking expectantly at me. Seems he might have only matured physically. 

      “Right.” I pull up the recording app on my phone and place it on the table between us. “Um, so, Mr. Michaels—”

      “Mr. Michaels? Seriously?” he interrupts with a smirk I can’t quite place. “You’re really going to sit there and interview me like that?”

      I frown at him confused but before I can say anything he continues in a husky voice I don’t recognize. 

      “Like I haven’t seen you naked? Like I haven’t made you scream my name while my head was between your legs?”

      Holy fuck.
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      It’s not exactly how I imagined it would be when I came face-to-face with Emilia again after all this time. But it sure was fun, watching her squirm when I reminded her of our shared past. That one moment was almost worth it to have her around for the next week. 

      Almost.

      Four years I gave that girl. Four of the best years of my life. I’ve tried to get over it and just let it go. Forget about it and forget about her. Whenever I think I finally have, something happens, and it reminds me of her. 

      Like last week, for example, Candice arranged for The Lifestyle Edit to do a piece on us. “A week in the life of The Other Guys,” as she phrased it. 

      I knew Emilia worked for the magazine, so instantly, I was on alert. I only relaxed when they finally got me the name of the journalist and it wasn’t her. 

      She looks the same and yet different. Also, a little too prim and proper from the girl I remember. The Em I knew was fun and carefree. Well, maybe a little too carefree as it turned out. She loved a good adventure; she wouldn’t even consider choosing a salad over a burger, no matter the situation; and she absolutely hated heels. Our junior prom, she even wore her trusted Chucks under her dress. 

      To say I’m happy about seeing her would be the understatement of the century. And yet my heart still betrayed me and did the same little jolt it used to do all those years ago. That was before it was shattered by the only girl I’ve ever loved.

      “Blake! Blake!” Zac yells my name from right beside me. 

      “What? You don’t need to yell. I’m right here!” 

      “Not mentally you weren’t,” Rayner chimes in. 

      “Whatever,” I mutter back, annoyed. 

      I don’t know what’s been up with me lately. Everyone and everything is annoying me to no end. I should be the happiest guy alive with my life right now. Successful band, world tour about to start, third album just released. I should be fucking jumping off the walls. 

      

      My phone buzzes, alerting me of a new Twitter tag. 

      Blake Michaels and Riley Groves. Is the Famous Couple Finally Getting Serious?

      Where do they get this shit from? Against my better judgment, I click on the link, and it takes me to a newly written article with an old photo slapped against it. These clowns wouldn’t know real news if it smacked them in the face. 

      Riley has and will only ever be a publicity stunt. 

      The label got the idea a couple of years ago when we were both on the rise, citing it could be great press for the both of us. “Also, it makes you look more attainable,” as PR put it. 

      Ha! Nothing could be further from the truth. 

      I don’t know Riley’s reasons for agreeing to the fake relationship, but at times, I get the impression that she thinks it’s going to turn into more. Like something out of a cheesy, romantic movie. But it’s never going to happen. That might sound douchey, but this fake relationship is the only relationship for me.

      

      “Finally! Way to be fashionably late, boys!” Candice scolds us as we exit the basement elevator. 

      She’s not alone. I recognize her ass immediately before she even turns around to face us.

      Candice attempts to introduce us, but it’s made redundant. “Boys, this is—”

      “Em?” Rayner, our bass player, cries out in shock. “Emilia Brookes, is that really you? Holy shit!” And with that, he picks her up and spins her around, laughing.

      Traitor.

      “God, I’ve missed you, girl!” He pats her on the head when he finally sets her down. “But what’s with the heels?”

      She shrugs in response. “Had to grow up sometime. Plus, they make me tall.”

      “You can only dream.” Rayner laughs. 

      Fucking traitor.

      “Wait, you already know each other?” Candice’s eyes dart between us in confusion. 

      “Yeah, we all went to school together. Actually, Em and—”

      “All right! Are you guys done?” I grunt, well and truly over this walk down memory lane. “Can we go already?”

      Without waiting for permission, I climb into the waiting limo and take the farthest seat. Zac slides over to the opposite window, just as silent. Maybe he won’t cave so easily. He and Emilia were the closest. Their parents were best friends from college or something, so they basically grew up together. Even after we got together, I still felt like she kept me at arm’s length. 

      I would prefer to sit and drive in silence, but Ray has other plans. He did always have a knack for defusing a situation. If Em and I were ever in a fight, he’d have us making up by the end of the day. 

      Sensible motherfucker. 

      “So, what’s new with you, Em? Obviously, you work for The Lifestyle Edit now, but fill us in on your last five years,” Ray asks, sitting between Zac and me. 

      I maintain my stare out the window, but my ears perk up when she starts to talk, much to my annoyance. I don’t care. I don’t want to know what she’s been doing or if she’s successful and happy or single or married. No, I don’t care.

      “Um, well, I moved to New York the day after my eighteenth birthday and started working for the magazine a week later. And now, five years later, I’m still there, hoping to get a promotion to staff writer soon.”

      “And school?” Rayner pushes. 

      I have a brief feeling that maybe all this information isn’t just for his benefit. 

      “Well, my mom couldn’t afford a full four years of college, but she also earned too much for financial assistance, so I started working and got my degree with a combination of night and online classes.”

      “I know I speak for all of us,” Ray grins evilly, “When I say we’re excited that our lucky charm is here. Maybe Blake will finally get the riff right in Edge of Tomorrow.” Rayner laughs, throwing some peanuts at me.

      “Fuck off, Ray! And she’s not our lucky charm,” I spit.

      “Yes, she is!” Ray taunts. “Em was there for everything good that happened to us before we made it. She got us our first gig at her mom’s Christmas party, and that led to other parties. She was there when we got that permanent show at Krazy Klub. She was always there, cheering us on. Our own little pint-sized groupie. We owe her everything. We were just boys, pretending to be a band, until she pushed us.”

      “Whoa. Hold up. I didn’t realize you all were that close,” Candice pipes up, and the PR manager in her is running wild. “So, did you know Blake’s high school ex, the one who did a number on him? She’s not going to reappear now that he’s famous and try and sell her story or something, is she?” 

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” I yell, feeling my voice echo around the tight space. “Can we just shut up about it already?!”

      And they do. For a few minutes anyway. Everyone is dead silent, awkwardly not making eye contact with anyone else. 

      That is, until I hear Rayner mutter, “Seems I hit a nerve.”

      The little shit. As much as he can defuse a situation, he can also blow it up.
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      We’d been at the party for almost two hours, and I spent the whole time trying to avoid Blake. Not easy considering he is one of the guests of honor. 

      An older gentleman in an Armani suit approaches me, just as I break out talking to some LA affiliates of the magazine. 

      “Champagne?” He offers and I take it from him with a thanks.

      I take a small sip as he continues to make small talk, “Great party” he nods at me. 

      This is, as Candice phrased it, ‘an intimate launch with key contacts and media.’ 

      Yeah, right. The event is at a massive mansion in the hills, overlooking Malibu Beach. New York parties aren’t like this, even the big ones.

      There’s at least a thousand people here, ranging from movie and TV stars to talk show hosts to other musicians. I swear, I even saw a Kardashian. 

      Trays and trays of champagne and tiny fancy tapas have continuously been circulating. This at least is the same as I’m used to. If there’s one thing people in the music world love, it’s to drink and eat the expensive stuff. 

      As much as I’d love to down a few glasses and block this night out, I’ve restricted myself to just water tonight. Mainly because I think if I even had one glass, I’d be asleep on one of the very comfy-looking sofas scattered around the lawn in a matter of minutes. Not exactly the epitome of professionalism.

       

      “So, you want to get out of here?” The guy downs his full glass casually before setting it on a passing tray. 

      “Excuse me?” I turn my attention back to him, not sure I heard him right.

      “Oh right,” he fumbles for something in his jacket pocket, “You’re one of those. Payment upfront. That’s fine. Two thousand sufficient enough and we can talk specifics somewhere a little more private?”

      “What?” I still ask confused as all fucks.

      He sighs annoyed, “You’re an escort, right? Well, I'm in need of escorting tonight and isn’t that the whole point that I don’t have to make small talk beforehand?”

      “Pig!” I throw my champagne in his face before even thinking. 

      Shit! 

      “You’ll regret that whore!” The sleaze mutters as he flees. 

      I look across the room and thankfully we didn’t gain an audience. Except one. Blake is on the far side of the room, laughing. 

      That motherfucker! Well two can play at that game. 

       

      I swipe a bottle of water from one of the temporary bars and escape outside. 

      The edge of the lawn drops off with steps leading down to an infinity pool that sits precariously on the cliffside. The view is absolutely stunning from here with only tiki torches and the occasional lantern. Both make the lights of Malibu more prominent and shinier. 

      I wonder about the life these people must lead. I mean, I know the details. Obviously, it comes with the territory, but I just can’t imagine actually living it, you know. What it must feel like to have a mansion on the edge of the beach. Equipped with maids, chefs, hundred-thousand-dollar cars, and so many bedrooms. Not to have to wonder if you can afford to buy lunch today or choose between heating and the rent.

      Seems unbelievable from the small three-bedroom, one-bath house that I grew up in. Don’t get me wrong; I’m very grateful for the life Mom was able to give me after Dad left us. She worked hard, and I never felt like I missed out on anything. 

      But it’s just such a huge distinction. Almost like it’s another world entirely. 

      Just like down in the pool area. The party is loud, hectic, and smothering. Here, it’s peaceful and calm. Styled with plenty of loungers for guests, but it seems no one has discovered the area. 

      Except for one person. 

      As I get closer, the profile of the lone guest comes into focus, and I recognize him instantly. 

      Zac. 

      Ignoring the likelihood I’m still going to be iced out, I sit down on the lounge chair next to him. He doesn’t even acknowledge me, and I don’t say a word, just stare out silently at the dark sky. 

      Zac and I were inseparable as kids. We grew up reading Harry Potter, playing video games, and having fort sleepovers every weekend. His mom used to always tease us that we were the boy and girl equivalent of each other and that we’d get married one day. Of course, at six, we were utterly disgusted by the thought. 

       

      Even after I met Blake, Zac and I would still talk for hours about anything and everything. The sleepovers didn’t stop. They just changed into backyard camping, and we had a few extra bodies in the form of Rayner and Blake.

      “You just left,” Zac finally breaks the silence in a soft voice. 

      Rayner used to tease Zac for his ‘sensitive soul,’ but it was one of the things I loved most about him. He wasn’t afraid to feel, and he was kind to everyone. Even now, I’ve never met anyone like him. 

      “We were family, and you just left.”

      “I know, and I’m so sorry.” 

      It’s all I can say, and it’s nowhere near enough. Whatever feelings of abandonment from Blake that I was having, it was nothing compared to what Zac would have been going through. After his parents died suddenly, he was bounced around so many foster homes to even try and count them. Mom and I were his only connection left to his parents.

      “Why? Why’d you do it?”

      “Honestly?” I say, turning to face him on the pool chair. “I could say it was because I was so torn up with how things ended with Blake and then all the cruel pranks and taunting, but that’s only half of it. I was scared you and Ray would pick Blake over me, and I wouldn’t have been able to cope, so I made the decision for you.”

      “I wouldn’t have. Just for the record, you know.” 

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I was selfish and stupid. You guys had just started to get some traction, and it was everything y’all had worked toward. Things were on the rise and I didn’t want to be the reason it broke. I was eighteen and in this super-mature relationship—or so I thought—and things just became distorted.”

      “He’s still in love with you. You know that, right?”

      No, I did not know that. And no, he isn’t. The look of pure disgust when he saw me this afternoon was evidence enough.

      I can’t help myself, and I let out a howling laugh at the ridiculous suggestion. 

      “I’m serious,” Zac urges. “I caught him stalking your Instagram the other week. And you know our song ‘Maybe’?”

      “Yeah?” I answer cautiously, not sure I want to hear this.

      “How many girls in the world do you think have a Texas-shaped birthmark on their shoulder and would dip their French fries into their soft serve?”

      “Hey! It’s yummy and probably more common than you think!” I retort. 

      “Sure, whatever you say.” He shakes his head, but a grin appears. One I haven’t seen in a long time, and I didn’t realize until now how much I missed it. 

      “So, does this mean you forgive me for being such a shit friend?”

      “Jury is still out,” he replies, but the lightness in his voice tells me he has. 

      And just like that, for the first time, I’m happy about being given this assignment.
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      Zac, the motherfucker, has caved already. I thought I could at least count on him to be on my side at the reappearance of her. But the soft cock has already forgotten everything, and they are best pals again. 

      I watch as she, Zac, and Rayner laugh about something as we get out of the elevator on our private floor.

      Traitors. All of them. 

      Maybe Zac and Emilia will get together now and have the future their parents desperately wanted them to have. I know Zac wouldn’t hesitate. 

      It’s been a long night, and I desperately need some relief, but the thought of her, especially in that leather miniskirt tonight, simultaneously gets me hard and limp. Zac and Ray separate to their room and I’m acutely aware it’s just me and her in the hall. She stops at her room and I breeze past. 

      I can’t resist having a go.

      “Well, I see you’ve charmed your way back into Zac’s good graces. Pity.”

      This gets me exactly the reaction I was aiming for. 

      “Excuse me?” She spins around, seething instantly.

      Not answering, I keep walking toward my door.

      I hear her following me. A small smile crosses my face. 

      She’s still the same. Can’t resist a battle. 

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” she demands, and I notice the squint in her right eye that always meant she was fired up and ready to go. 

      I ignore the question and turn it back on her. “What are you even doing here?”

      “I’m trying to do my job,” she hisses. “We can’t all be rich, arrogant rock stars and fuck around all day.” 

      “Why are you so pissed? You’re not the one who got cheated on!” I retaliate. 

      This stops her and I almost feel bad for blindsiding her. 

      Almost. 

      The fucker she banged even bragged about it to me. I left him with a black eye and a busted lip for his troubles. It’s the least he deserved. 

      “Are you serious right now?” She recovers with a sad look.

      “What?”

      “You are so clueless. You’re just as clueless now as you were five years ago.”

      “Whatever. I don’t give a fuck anyway. Just stay out of my way,” I demand and slam my hotel room door shut. Away from her. Away from the knife-to-the-heart memory that is currently replaying in my head. 

       

      I don’t get much reprieve though, as the smell hits me instantly the door closes. Prawns. I scramble for the light and I’m already gagging when I confirm it. Three big glass bowls of prawns on ice are positioned around the room. 

      Not quick enough I make it back out to the hall, losing everything I ate tonight. 

      Bent over and using the wall as a brace I hear a muffled laugh. Emilia is standing halfway in her doorway giggling. 

       

      “Good night, Rockstar!” she taunts before slamming her door shut.
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      “Just stay out of my way.”

       

      Fucking gladly, Blake Michaels. 

      Does he not realize that I don’t want to be here anymore than he wants me here? 

      Why, universe? Why did you have to make my ex the world’s hottest new musical talent? Is this punishment for that time in fifth grade when I stole my mom’s lipstick and lied about it? 

      No! Pity party needs to stop. You’ve dealt with worse shit than this, so now is the time to pull up your big-girl panties and forget about him.

      The prawns certainly helped me feel a little better though after his hooker prank. He’s always hated the smell of prawns and last night proved he still does. Maybe now he’ll remember who I am and what I am capable of.

       

      I can do this article without actually talking to him. I probably know more than any other writer could get out of him anyway. Not that I would actually publish any of that. I’m not the devil. Even if he acts like I am.

      Sipping on my second large coffee—and it’s only nine a.m.—I’m beginning to forget what sleep feels like. We didn’t get back to the hotel until almost one a.m., and right on schedule, my brain refused to shut off and stop buzzing. I don’t even know what time I eventually passed out, but I do know my alarm at six was not welcomed. 

      The band has already had one radio interview, and we are now onto the second one before they head to the studio for re-recordings. I’m back in Zac’s good graces, and Rayner has been keeping us laughing all morning with the latest impressions he has mastered. Much to Blake’s disgust, which he keeps reminding me of with his eyes shooting daggers at me. I mean, I’m not exactly happy about his company either, but I’m not wearing a permanent scowl on my face.

      Candice and I take our seats just outside the radio booth as the next interview starts. I don’t know how people can do live interviews. I couldn’t be trusted to not say the absolute last thing I was allowed to say. 

      The hosts, two guys named Howie and Lou, welcome the listeners back and introduce the guys. The interview is going smoothly until Lou pulls out a question that ordinarily wouldn’t matter, but what he follows it up with makes me freeze in my chair. My heartbeat echoing in my ears. 

      “Tell us about how you came up with the name The Other Guys.” 

      They would have been asked this question many times without any issues, so I can only assume it’s because I’m actually present on this occasion that they stumble to answer and give each other a hesitant look instead of spitting out some vague answer. One of the first things the guys decided when they signed on for their record deal was that they wouldn’t talk about their pasts. They all had things they didn’t want to be public knowledge, if by chance they ever made it big. 

      Well, they made it and they have always refused to talk about their lives before that first record. They’ve been lucky that no reporters have really dug deep. There’s no doubt they would have been asked about their younger years, but in everything that I have read it’s been dismissed as them having normal childhoods. 

      When in reality, nothing could be further from the truth. 

      Rayner finally answers, “It was our first paid gig. It was booked last minute, and our friend who set it up, she referred to us as The Other Guys because we weren’t on the original list, and then it just kinda stuck.”

      “She? Was she a girlfriend?” Howie pipes up, exaggerating the word girlfriend like he’s in junior high. 

      No one answers. They just exchange suspicious looks at openly being asked the question. Candice is going nuts beside me, trying to wave a no-go signal at the hosts, but they either don’t notice or are blatantly ignoring her. She knows about their secrets, or at least that they need them kept hidden. If not for their own reasons but definitely from her PR side of things. A scandal involving the past indiscretions of her hottest clients on the eve of a huge world tour is most definitely the last thing she would want. 

      “I think it was a girlfriend, Howie,” Lou continues. “And I think there’s a good story there. So, the question is, are you going to tell us, or do we have to find out for ourselves?”

      Oh shit.

      Something about the sleazy grin on Lou’s face tells me he isn’t one to back down from a challenge. It would be so easy for them too. They’d just have to find an old yearbook or photo from one of their earlier gigs, and I’ll be connected as said friend in no time. If I thought the mean girls in high school were bad, they would have nothing on the tabloids. 

      The sound of the booth door slamming snaps me out of my internal thoughts and back to reality inside the radio studio. Candice has all but dragged the band out of the booth, firing warnings to the hosts and threats of banning them from any further interviews with the entire label.

      We’re ushered out of the studio and into two blacked-out cars in absolutely no time. Rayner, Zac, and Candice jump into one and that leaves Blake and me in the other. Probably not the best idea, considering the paps are there and are getting shots of us. I can just imagine it when they connect the dots. Luckily, no one in our little town knows about my New York life.

      “This is all your fault,” he mutters but keeps looking out the window.

      “How is this my fault?” I snap back. 

      Here we go again.

      “If you weren’t here, the guys wouldn’t have hesitated when asked about the name.” 

      “Are you serious?” My voice is no longer level and calm. 

      Blake still has the ability to royally piss me off. 

      “You know, I’m getting really sick of this shit.”

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have slept with my brother!” he yells, and it vibrates around the car. 

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have turned the whole school against me!”

      “What?” His voice softens a little, and he looks genuinely confused. 

      “Oh, come on. You can’t tell me you didn’t notice the taunting, the spray-painted slut on my locker, or my car getting egged daily.”

      “I had nothing to do with that!”

      “I don’t believe you! But even if you didn’t, did you do anything to stop it? One word from you, and it would have stopped, and you know it.”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” he says, but even he doesn’t believe that.

      “That bad?! I had to finish high school online!” I gasp in a big breath and can feel my chest heaving. My eyes starting to pool up, and I quickly blink to wash the tears away. I already swore I wouldn’t let him see me upset like this, so there is no way he will see me cry as well. 

      “You just tossed me aside like I was nothing. Like we were nothing.”

      Exactly like my father did. Nope, don’t even go there. Push it down. Far, far down.

      “Em …” he finally says after a few long minutes but doesn’t finish it.

      “Doesn’t matter. You don’t give a fuck anyway, right?” I say, repeating his words from last night and oddly wishing they weren’t true.
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      The rest of the day in the studio crawls slower than a dog who knows it’s about to get in trouble for chewing the shoes. 

      I don’t have to worry about Em. She is flat-out ignoring me again. Good.

      But our fight in the car has rattled me more than I want to admit. I did know about the shit that was being pulled at school, but she was always so tough. I didn’t think she would be fazed by it. I mean, in her sophomore year, she told the senior quarterback off for being a bully to this freshman. She acted like she wasn’t scared of anyone or anything. Or maybe I was the douche for not realizing it was all just that. An act.

      My downturned phone vibrates beside me on the table. I’m trying to work out the chorus on this new song, but it’s just not coming to me. Resigned to the fact that it probably won’t happen today, I flip my phone over and breathe a sigh of relief when I see the caller ID. 

      “Hello, my favorite lady.” 

      “Hello yourself, my favorite boy,” Clarissa echoes my greeting. 

      Clarissa was our housekeeper when I was growing up and basically my mom. She was the one always cleaning my scraped knees, helping me with my homework, and making my birthday cakes. I love my mom, but she was virtually nonexistent, and I know I should be sad about it, but I had Clarissa. 

      “So,” she starts, and I know exactly where she’s going with this, “a brand-new car turned up at my house this morning with a Happy Birthday banner and a massive red bow. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “It’s your birthday? Happy birthday!” I play coy. 

      “Blake William Michaels!” She raises her voice, but I can hear the smile through the phone. “You can’t just buy me a car!” 

      “Didn’t you hear? I’m a rock star. I can do anything!” 

      “Not to me you aren’t. And this is too much.”

      “No, Rissy.” I say seriously, using her nickname from when I was little. “You basically raised me. You were the one always there. You deserve this and so much more for putting up with my bratty self for all those years.”

      “You weren’t that bad.” I can hear her sniffle and know she’s trying not to cry. 

      “I was a little shit, and you know it.” 

      With that, she joins in on my laugh. 

      “How is everything going with writing the new album?” 

      Last time we spoke I complained that I couldn’t concentrate on anything lately, and it was driving me mental. 

      “Argh, no change. I’m still blocked.” 

      “You’ll figure it out.” 

      I wish I had as much confidence in myself as she did in me. More than half the time, I feel like I’m this big fraud that everyone keeps congratulating and swooning over. 

      “How are the boys? What’s been going on this week?” 

      That’s a loaded question. I don’t even hesitate in not telling her about Emilia. Em was the daughter she never had. She was already planning our wedding and her grandma name before we hit senior year. It was going to be Nana Riss, for the record. She would have been an amazing nana. And Em would have been an awesome mom. She’d be the type who built forts and mud castles out in the back. Not a care in the world about how dirty everyone was getting. 

      No. Fuck that vision right off. Not happening in any universe. Not anymore.

      “Um, boys are good. Sorry, Rissa, I have to go. Talk to you later?” I don’t wait for her answer before hanging up and throwing my phone across the room. 

      Fucking Emilia Brookes. Fuck me for letting her get in my head.
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      I quickly wrap a towel around me, still dripping wet, and race into the room to grab my phone. It stops ringing just as I pick it up. 

      Of course. 

      The caller ID shows Lexie has called me twice and followed up with a message when I didn’t answer. 

      Call me now!

      Throwing my phone down on the bed, I tell myself I’ll call her later. I’m already running late. We were supposed to go to the studio lot at ten a.m. to shoot the rest of their music video, but it got moved forward. The boys are already there, so I need to get my butt moving. 

      In record time, I’m out of the hotel and jumping into a taxi waiting for their next passenger. 

      “Universal lot, please,” I tell the driver, adding, “Gate two.” 

      He nods and speeds off, merging seamlessly into the traffic of Santa Monica Boulevard like a seasoned pro. I should be taking more of the scenery in. It is my first time to the City of Angels after all. Who knows when I’ll actually be back? God knows I can’t afford to pay for it myself. 

      I take the spare few moments I have to call Lexie back, but it goes to voicemail. I try Mom next, and she answers on the last ring. 

      “Hey, honey,” she says, unable to hide the weariness. 

      “Oh crap, Mom. I didn’t wake you, did I?” I cringe, checking the time. 

      She hasn’t been well lately, so she sleeps a lot during the day.

      “Yes, but it’s fine. I was waiting to hear from you. How is LA?”

      That’s my mom. Always has and always will put me first. I don’t know how I could ever show her how much I appreciate everything she has done to hold us together. 

      I sigh, “I think it’s going to be a good article. Considering.”

      “You mean despite your hatred for the main talent?” She laughs. 

      She knows me well. As soon as I got the call, I phoned her immediately, asking her how on Earth I was going to pull this off. She talked me down and reasoned with me that I didn’t really have a choice. If I wanted to succeed in my career, then The Lifestyle Edit was my way there, and this was my big shot. 

      “How was the big reunion? How many screaming matches have you two had?” 

      Man, she doesn’t forget anything.

      “What do you mean?” I reply innocently. 

      “Oh, don’t play that with me, Emilia Jane. When you’re fighting, you two are the most volatile couple I’ve ever seen. You both dig your heels in like a bunch of stubborn mules, even when you know you’re wrong.” 

      “We do not—” I start to protest.

      “Yes, you do.” She clicks her tongue. “Remember what we talked about. Your future is more important than some high school breakup that turned messy.” 

      She doesn’t know the real reason. It’s the only secret I’ve ever kept from her. 

      It wasn’t just some ‘high school breakup,’ but she’s right. I need to get my head back in the game. Nail the article. Impress my editor. Land that job. Maybe then I can finally get an apartment that doesn’t have a bathtub beside the kitchen. 

      

      “I’m sorry, miss,” the taxi driver interrupts. “It looks like something is happening up ahead. Can I drop you off here?” 

      I look out the windshield and see hordes of people packed onto the sidewalk, some even spilling onto the road. 

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” I reply to him. 

      Then, to Mom, “Sorry, Mom, I have to go,” and quickly hang up after she says bye with a, “Say hi to my Zaccy!”

      Zac was the second child Mom never had. She was naturally devastated when Zac’s mom, her best friend since college, died. Even more so when Zac was taken away to a foster home in another town. We tried to find him, but for confidentiality reasons, they couldn’t tell us where he was. Which was total bullshit, I think. Mom tried to become his guardian, but since she was working a lot of night shifts at the hospital, she was afraid they would ask too many questions about who was looking after me. She said she couldn’t risk losing me as well. I was so angry at the time. I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t be approved. For me at the time it was as simple as, we had a home and Zac needed one.

       

      I pay the driver and thank him before stepping out onto the sidewalk. There are people everywhere. Paps mixed with ordinary people, and they are clearly buzzed over something. Or someone. It’s not overly surprising. I mean, these studios see so many famous people that it’s not funny, but to see it in real life, it’s crazy. I wonder who they’re waiting for. 

      “The Other Guys are filming here,” a teenage girl answers my question I didn’t even realize I had said aloud. 

      I look down at her shirt—an enlarged picture of Blake with the writing, Future Mrs. Michaels. I suppress a chuckle. He must love that. Maybe I’ll buy one to wear around him just to taunt him. The Blake I remember hated his photo being taken. In our junior prom photo, he’s slightly blurry because he was trying to escape. 

      As I near the gate office, the crowd becomes even thicker. Luckily, the taxi dropped me off around the corner. There was no way he would have been able to turn around here. 

      I’m about ten feet out when I hear my name being called, and I instantly turn around to find the source. That’s my first mistake. 

      “It’s Emilia Brookes!” someone screams. 

      “Oh my God!” screams another. 

      Then, the questions start firing at me. As they close in on me, the camera flashes blind me, causing me to put my hands up to cover my eyes. 

      “Where’s Blake?” 

      “Did you really cheat on him?”

      “Has he forgiven you? Are you back together?”

      Holy shitballs.

      Normally, I’m pretty good under pressure. I don’t crack during exams, I’m a half-decent public speaker—from the few times I had to be anyway—and I can smash out a deadline well in advance. But right now, I’m floored. I just freeze and stand there, gaping at the people firing intrusive and way-too-personal questions at me. 

      That’s my second mistake. 

      “Are you sleeping together?”

      “Who did you cheat on him with?”

      “Has he written a song about you? Which one?”

      “Do you regret screwing it up, considering he’s now the hottest guy on the planet?”

      “You’re a bitch. How could you do that to him?!”

       

      Somehow through it all, I hear a familiar voice calling my name. Just as I turn, so does the mob, and I’m given just enough space to make a break for it. I run toward the boom gate and duck under it, sneaking a brief look at the security guard who waves me past. The second my body lands in the golf cart, we’re already speeding off to safety. 

      “What was that all about?” I gasp, catching my breath before sneaking a peek back over my shoulder at the crowd still there, no doubt waiting for another round. 

      “Let’s just say, the radio guys yesterday weren’t kidding when they said they’d do their own digging.” Blake confirms my suspicions. 

      “Seriously?” I ask, and he just nods. “But why now? It’s not like you just became famous. You’re about to go on your second world tour.”

      “No idea.” He shrugs. 

      It’s now that I finally get a look at him, and I can’t contain the grin that smothers my face. 

      “What. Are. You. Wearing? You’re not supposed to be …” I trail off because if he’s who I think he is, it’s just too much. He will never live this down. I don’t care if we never see each other again; I will make a point to somehow keep reminding him of this. 

      “Yes,” he sighs, and I see a hint of a smile that turns into a full megawatt one when I start laughing so hard that I’m struggling for air and my sides are hurting.

      “Oh, sweet baby Jesus,” I laugh even harder, “You’ve even got the hair happening,” reaching up to touch his slicked-back and gelled-to-the-max hair. “Well, everyone does love Danny Zuko in Grease. But where’s your Sandy?” I look around, mocking him. 

      “Yeah, yeah.” He grimaces. 

      I couldn’t even get him to consider doing a Grease couples costume with me on Halloween. His dislike for the movie was shown on more than one occasion. 

      His favorite argument when I wanted to watch it was, “It’s just stupid. Why do either of them have to change? They either like each other for who they are or they don’t. Simple.”

      “Yeah, but where’s the drama in that kind of movie?” I used to say as my rebuttal. 

      It takes me another second or two to realize what just happened. We had a conversation. And it wasn’t just a conversation; we were laughing. Like we used to. Like we both hadn’t just spent the last five years hating each other with all we had. 

      Blake seems to realize it, too, at the same time and turns silent. Painfully pretending to focus on dodging people and other carts between the buildings. 

      

      We turn down a familiar street, and I gasp in awe. It’s not a real New York street, but it’s damn close.

      “Pretty cool, huh?” 

      “So cool!” I look around, taking it all in as he turns down another deserted ‘street.’

      “Wait until you see this.” He grins with his I know something you don’t smile.

      We pass a row of very real-looking brownstones, and I wonder how many movies have been shot on this street. Probably too many to count. But this isn’t what he’s referring to. That comes up a little farther down the street, and it’s so surreal. Blake stops the cart.

      “Ooh, can we walk around?” I jump up and down with excitement. 

      “I guess so.” He shrugs. 

      I leap out of the cart and turn around in a circle. Standing around me is the set of so many of my favorite shows and movies. It’s the town square from Hart of Dixie, the gazebo from Gilmore Girls, and Rosewood from Pretty Little Liars.

      “Now, this is cool,” I muse. 

      Living in New York for the past five years, I’ve been desensitized, I guess you could say, to landmarks that you constantly see in TV shows, movies, commercials, but seeing this now, I’m a little starstruck. 

      I run up to the gazebo and sit down on the bench. “Do you reckon I could pass as Rory?” I ask seriously, flipping my similar brown hair over my shoulder. 

      “Nah, you’re way hotter,” he blurts out, a look of horror quickly taking over his face.

      Awkward silence envelops us and swirls around like a winter sea fog.

      Feeling an overwhelming need to break the silence, I say the first thing that pops into my head, “Do you know there are shirts with your face printed on them? Like nice and big.” 

      Well, that’ll do it. 

      “Argh, yes.” He screws his face up and sits down on the gazebo steps. “Don’t get me wrong; I love the fans. Without them, we’d be nothing. But I still can’t get used to it. It’s weird, ya know?”

      I nod in response, but I don’t think I’ll ever fully understand what it must be like. Can your life ever be normal again after that?

      “Em?” 

      “Yeah?” 

      “Why’d you do it?” Blake whispers so quietly that I’m not sure I even heard him right. He’s facing away from me, fixated on something across the fake park. 

      In that very second, my insides turn to ice. Cold, frosted ice sticks, sharp enough to pierce a heart.

       

      Do I tell him the truth, or is it just better to leave it alone? It’s been five years. What good would it do now? He didn’t want to hear the truth then, so why would he want to now?

       

      “Why does it matter, Blake? You were going to break up with me anyway.” I resign myself to sticking to the story that he thinks he knows. That I cheated on him with his brother. 

      “What?! No, I wasn’t!” He turns around, surprised. “Why did you think that?”

      “Well, let me see,” I reply sarcastically. I know I sound like a bitch, but it just comes out. “You had been in LA for three weeks, and we spoke twice. And then I got a text from you, saying you were coming home and that you had something you needed to tell me.”

      “Yeah, what’s that got to do with me wanting to break up with you?”

      “Think about it, Blake. You don’t ghost your girlfriend and then say you need to talk if you’re not breaking up with her.” 

      “I wasn’t going to break up with you!” He stands up to emphasize.

      “What then?” I cry, throwing my hands up in frustration. “What was so important?” 

      Blake hesitates before answering. A look of what might be regret crossing his face. 

      “I was going to ask you to move to LA with me.”
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      Fuck.

      I can’t believe I just admitted that to her. I swore I wouldn’t ever tell her. Swore I wouldn’t ever let on how much she hurt me. I’m not that pathetic lovesick boy anymore. I’m Blake fucking Michaels. I can get any chick I want. 

      So, why haven’t you? 

      Fuck off, brain. 

      She looks hurt. Good. I want her to feel what I felt. What I have tried and failed to get over for the past five years. 

      “Blake, I—”

      “It’s fine, Emilia,” I cut her off. The walls are up, and they will not crumble again. “Just forget I even said anything. It was a long time ago. I’m over it.” 

      Lies.

      I add, “We should get going. They’re probably wondering where I am.”

      We drive in silence toward the lot where they’re filming, and as soon as I park the cart, I’m out and heading for my trailer. 

      She calls out after me, but I don’t turn around, and I don’t stop or take another breath until I’m safe behind that trailer door. 
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      “Studio at one p.m. tomorrow,” Candice instructs as we arrive back at the hotel after what feels like the longest day. “Car will be here at twelve thirty, so don’t be late!” 

      “Yes, ma’am!” Rayner salutes her, which makes her roll her eyes. 

      As dictating as she is, she keeps us in line and out of trouble. 

      Mostly.

      “What should we do tonight?” Rayner puts his arm around Zac’s shoulders beside me. “A little poker? Some margs maybe?” 

      “Actually—” I start but I’m stopped short.

      “Hey, Em! You up for some poker tonight?” he calls out to her a few feet in front of us. “We can make it strip if you want!” 

      I roll my eyes. Such a seedy fucker sometimes. Emilia doesn’t answer or even turn around for that matter. Usually, that kind of comment would elicit a good reaction out of her. Something snarky or equally seedy to fire Rayner up.

       

      That’s when I notice she’s standing still, almost like she’s frozen in place. We catch up and flank each side of her. I immediately follow her line of sight to see what’s up. It takes me a few seconds to recognize him. When I do, it hits me like a ton of bricks.

      Kelvin. My older brother. The golden child, who can do no wrong in my father’s eyes. The person who single-handedly made my childhood miserable. The one who slept with Emilia and then bragged to me about it. 

      He spots us, and a smile spreads across his evil face. Prick will probably get a kick out of seeing Em with us again. 

      Emilia suddenly moves again but backward. A look of pure terror on her face. One step. Two steps. Three before she spins around fast enough to cause whiplash and then she actually runs out of the hotel.

      What the hell?

      “Hey, little brother!” Kelvin reaches us and slaps me on the back. “What’s happening? Was that Emilia Brookes I just saw? Damn, she’s even hotter than she was in high school.”

      This fucker.

      My fingers curl into fists beside me, and I’m ready to rip his head off. Or at the very least, give him another black eye or two. 

      My right fist swings up but is stopped mid-air. I thought I reacted pretty fast, but Ray and Zac were faster and were already in front of me. Forming a barrier between me and this douche who is unfortunately related to me. 

      “Let go of me,” I growl, my eyes locked on my brother’s as he just grins menacingly. 

      He knows exactly what he’s doing. He’s been doing it my whole life. Knowing exactly which buttons to press to set me off. Then act like nothing happened to keep his golden child status. 

      One summer when I was ten, we went to Orlando. I was so excited and had looked forward to it for months. Kelvin and I had not stopped fighting the first three days and eventually Dad decided it was enough. So, what does he go and do? He puts me on a bus to my grandparents for the rest of the summer. Golden child wins again. 

      “It’s not worth it,” Zac whispers, looking around. “Plus, this is not the place.”

      It is worth it. But Zac is right; a hotel lobby with countless people and their phones is not the place. 

      “Later, brother!” Kelvin calls out as my bandmates drag me away. 

      Solo, they wouldn’t have been able to hold me from him, but together, they have me, which makes me both mad as hell and a little grateful that someone has my back.

       

      “That fucking douche!” Rayner curses when we are safe in the elevator. 

      I couldn’t have said it better myself. My fist slams against the elevator wall, and it immediately starts pulsing. 

      Fuck! 

      “Dude!” Rayner yells. “You’ll fuck up your hand, doing that!” 

      No shit, Sherlock.

      “I hope Em is all right,” Zac muses, looking concerned. 

      “Yeah, did you see her face?” That’s Rayner. “She looked pretty freaked out back there.”

      “I don’t blame her,” Zac mutters. After realising what he just said he curses under his breath. 

      Rayner and I both look at Zac, confused. 

      “What do you know that we don’t?” Rayner quizzes. 

      “Lots,” Zac quips smartly. “But nothing like that, just, you know, the past.” He shrugs, not making eye contact.

      “Oh, yeah.” Rayner nods as the elevator opens on our private floor. “Catch ya later.” He waves, heading to his room, not even a hint of suspicion toward Zac’s sudden skittish behaviour.  

      Unlucky for Zac, I know he’s lying, and if he thinks I’m going to just let that slide, then he isn’t as smart as I give him credit for. 

      Just before we reach his room, I step in front of him and block his way. 

      “What’s going on? And don’t give me any shit about the past. That was about more than just a one-night stand five years ago.” 

      Zac doesn’t even bother to put up a fight. Sighing, he unlocks his hotel room. 

      “I’ve kept this a secret for too long. I did it as a promise and thought it was the right thing at the time, but all it’s done is cause more hurt.” He motions for me to enter his hotel room. “Come on, man. There’s something I need to tell you.”
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      That fucking prick.

      I ball my hands into fists to stop the shaking and knock on her door. It’s more of a pounding, and a maid down the hall looks up from her housekeeping trolley. 

      Shit, Blake. Control yourself. This is not the kind of attention you need.

      She doesn’t answer, so I pound again. 

      “I’m fine, Zac. I’ll just see you tomorrow.” 

      “It’s not Zac!” I yell through the door. “Open the door, Emilia!” 

      Silence. 

      I count to ten before knocking again. I get to nine before the door edges open.

      Her eyes don’t meet mine, but it’s obvious she’s been crying. 

      “Is it true?” I demand, skipping over pleasantries, while trying to keep my voice level. After what Zac just told me, it’s near impossible. 

      Please say it’s not true, I silently beg.

      “Yes,” she whispers, tears streaming from her bloodshot eyes. 

      “Fuck!” I slam my already-swollen fist against the doorframe so hard that I swear I’ve broken it. I don’t care. Nothing else matters right now. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch,” I growl before turning down the corridor. 

      He’s in this hotel somewhere. I will find out what room he’s in and give that piece of shit everything he deserves. 

      Em runs after me toward the elevator and attempts to block my path.

      “No, Blake,” she challenges with a ferociousness I’ve never seen in her before. 

      And now, I’m confused.

      Why is she protecting him? 

      He hurt her and lied about it. He fucking forced himself on her and then bragged to me about it. He’s a worthless oxygen thief who doesn’t deserve to see another day.

      “What are you doing?” I frown at her, thrown off guard. “Why are you protecting him?” 

      “I’m not! I’m protecting you!” She continues taking a hesitant step toward me. “Whatever you’re going to do, don’t! He’s not worth it. It’s not worth ruining your career over.” She looks down, ashamed. “I’m not worth it.”

      This pulls me up short. 

      She presses a tiny hand to my chest and makes a further silent plea through glassy eyes. 

      How could she ever think that? 

      She is worth it. She has always been worth it. Fuck my career. I’d blow it up in a nanosecond for her.
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      My breathing finally starts to slow down and the adrenaline fades. Blake sighs and his shoulders relax. I know this means he won’t go after Kelvin. Not right now anyway. 

      That night ripped my life apart in so many ways and I’ve finally healed from most of the wounds. I couldn’t live with myself if my actions caused Blake to ruin his life too. This is his big chance at becoming the star he always dreamed of. What I did as a stupid teenager should not have any impact on his future. 

      Suddenly, my stomach growls loudly, causing us to break away from our intense staring match. I quickly snatch my hand back from his chest. The heat from it is still radiating along my palm causing pins and needles in my fingertips. 

      “I think I might be hungry.” I laugh awkwardly. How frickin’ embarrassing. 

      “Come on.” He motions down the hallway where we just came from. “Let’s find the guys and get something to eat, before you get hangry.”

      “Hey! I was never that bad!” 

      “Sure Em. Whatever helps you sleep at night.” He laughs loudly like the last fifteen minutes didn’t even happen. 

      Seconds later Blake is pounding on Rayner’s hotel room door. Probably harder than necessary, but that’s Blakes way. He doesn’t do anything halfway. He’s always been a ‘go big or go home’ kind of guy. 

      Rayner flings his door open, clearly running straight from the shower. His hair is still dripping wet and wearing only a pair of spiderman boxers. 

      “Nice boxers, Ray!” I tease.

      “Yeah? You want them? I’ll give them to you right now.” He quips back and starts to pull them down. 

      “You wish dude.” Blake pushes Rayner back into his room. “Get dressed ya seedy fucker, we’re going to get food.”

      Zac opens his hotel room door across the hall. “What’s going on?” He looks back and forth between me and Blake. 

      “Nothing,” Blake replies casually, “We’re going to get food, you coming?” 

      

      “Where are we going?” Ray leans against the elevator as the doors close a few minutes later.

      “I was thinking Amigos?” Blake offers as more of a suggestion than an answer. 

      “Mexican?” I ask.

      “Heck yes!” Ray jumps in. “Looks like we are having margs after all!” 

      

      Twenty minutes later the cab pulls up outside a colorful restaurant with the name Amigos & Margs surrounded by string lights. 

      “Hey man,” Blake bro hugs a security guy out front. Rayner and Zac follow suit. The guy opens the door for us, looking me up and down, as I walk into the restaurant. 

      Blake leads us through the busy restaurant and to a courtyard area. More string lights fill the air, creating a whimsical feel. Picnic tables with colorful umbrellas fill the area with a stage, where a band is setting up and a dance floor over to the far corner. 

      We slide into a built-in darkish corner booth, it’s private but still has a view of most of the courtyard. Blake and Zac on either side of me, with Rayner on Zac’s other side.

      A few people turn to look at the boys, but no one approaches them, and they definitely aren’t bombarded with fan girls like the ones outside the studios. Maybe that’s why they like it here. 

      As if reading my thoughts, Zac says, “We come here all the time. The food is good. The margs are good. And best of all no one hassles us.” 

      “It’s cool,” I nod. 

      “Uh, hi y’all!” our excited but nervous waitress appears with a pad and pen. She looks fresh off the ranch, with her side braids and a very Texan twang. “Wha-what can I get y’all?”

      Rayner the forever flirt turns on a charming grin and locks on the innocent girl, “Well darlin’, one round of the house margs to start with. And” he slips a fifty into the pocket of her apron nearly making her drop to the floor, “keep ’em coming.” 

      “Y-yes of course,” she splutters and stumbles away. 

      “That poor girl!” I laugh, “You almost made her faint!” 

      “I can’t help if I have that effect on women,” Rayner shrugs a little obnoxiously. 
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      “Oh my God.” I wipe away the tears from laughing so hard. Rayner had just finished retelling a story about how he was flirting with this girl at a bar in Miami and her six foot wrestler-build boyfriend turned up and chased him out and down the street. What made it even funnier was the girlfriend kept screaming—‘That’s Rayner Devonport!’—and the beefcake boyfriend did not give a flying fuck who he was.

      “I need the bathroom,” I climb out over Blake from the booth and wobble slightly when I’m upfront. 

      “You good?” he offers. 

      “Yeah, peachy.” I reply before strolling off to the bathroom. We are five maybe six margaritas deep and I think I’m 90% sure they’ve gone straight to my head. 

       

      After washing my hands, I catch my reflection in the mirror and pause. The girl in the mirror is utterly glowing, sure it’s a little blurry and her hair is a little frizzed out but she is radiating with the kind of smile that makes you smile alongside her. I reach up and touch my face, not sure when or how I transformed into someone I haven’t seen in years. 

      “Hey!” A tall as fuck blonde girl slides in next to me to wash her hands. “Did I see you sitting with Blake and them from The Other Guys?”

      “Yeah,” I grin at her.

      “You are so lucky! Are you like family or something? Can I meet them? How fucking hot is Blake Michaels!” 

      “Umm,” Unsure of how to proceed. “Not family. Friends from high school.”

      I don’t know much right now but I do know that I don’t think Blake would appreciate me thrusting a random girl on him. Which makes my grin even bigger.

      “Sure! Let’s go introduce you to the famous Blake Michaels!”

      The girl lets out the most ear-splitting squeal I’ve ever heard and I almost change my mind. Almost. We get back to the booth and only Blake and Zac are there. 

       

      “Blake, this is … Uh, what’s your name?” 

      “Candy!” she offers. I swear she did a little jump too, but that could just be the margs. 

      “Candy! Blake, this is Candy. Candy, this is Blake Michaels, the hottest rock star in the world.” I practically push Candy into the booth next to him. 

      “Zac! Let’s dance!” 

      The look on Blake’s face at the moment was absolutely priceless. No, more. He’s going to be so pissed and I will probably never hear the end of it for the rest of the week. But it was totally worth it. 

       

       

      Rayner joins Zac and I on the dance floor, and after several songs and a couple more margs later, delivered directly to the dance floor thanks to Rayner; and I start to feel the dizziness creeping in. 

      Zac grabs me and I snuggle into him and wrap my arms around his neck. 

      “I’m sorry for telling Blake,” he whispers in my ear. “Please don’t hate me.”

      “Oh my God!” I jolt up to look at him, which was a bad idea ’cause the room starts to spin. “I could never hate you!” I cry out. I love you Zac. I could never hate you.” 

      “Em, you have no idea how long I wanted to hear you say that. I lo-”

      “I mean you’re my oldest friend. We’re family. You’re the closest thing to a brother that I’ve ever-”

      

      Blake suddenly grabs my waist and starts pulling us away, “We need to leave now!” I look at him and then back toward the table, to see my new friend Candy approaching with drinks. “She’s a head case, we need to leave or so help me God!”

      “Ok Ok. I’ll get Ray, you take Em out the front and get a cab.”

      “Where are we going?” I whine as Blake keeps walking after we exit the restaurant. “Blake! I have heels on, slow down!” 

      “Here!” He pulls me around a corner about a block from Amigos and into a little side street. “We can wait here for the guys, she shouldn’t find us here.”

      I sink down onto the curb. “Ha! Is big shot Blake Michaels running from a little female attention? Maybe you’re too good for us ordinary folk now?”

      “Whoa. Don’t hold back Emilia.” He mutters, joining me on the edge of the curb.
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      The ride back to the hotel was spent in silence. Rayner refused to leave this girl he was dancing with, so it ended up being just me in the back with Emilia and Zac in the front seat staring out the window like he was a forlorn soldier on his way to the war. 

      I wonder what happened, they seemed to be getting on so well. He is a moody son of bitch sometimes though. Wears his heart on his sleeve and all that, Emilia used to say. 

      I look down at her passed out on the backseat next to me, her body twisted in some ungodly uncomfortable position. She’s the only person I know who could fall asleep at the drop of a hat. A loose strand of hair falls over her eyes and I go to push it back but stop myself. 

      She was so much like the Emilia I remember from high school tonight. All jokes, smiles and carefree attitude. And now lying there, she looks at peace. Not like the Emilia I’ve seen this week. Uptight, closed off and a bit of a pain in the ass if I’m being honest. 

      

      “Emilia.” I gently shake her, trying to wake her up. “We’re at the hotel.” 

      “Go away,” she moans, swatting me away. 

      “Fine. I tried.” I get out on my side of the cab and walk around opening her door. Zac the fucker has already bailed out and gone to his room. Grabbing her ankles I slide her half out of the cab and throw her over my shoulder. 

      “Fuck!” This isn’t as easy as it looks in the movies. She’s not heavy but it’s awkward holding a whole human over your shoulder. She comes to again halfway through the lobby. 

      “What the hell! Put me down Blake!” she screeches.

      “Fine!” I snap at her. “You know fuck this. I was just trying to help by not leaving you in a cab with some seedy driver. I don’t need the drama.” I head for the elevator leaving her trying to regain her balance. 

      She unfortunately catches up to me before it opens. 

      “Sorry.” She mutters barely coherently. 

      “I’m sorry, did you say something?” 

      She sighs, knowing I heard her but plays along anyway. “I said, I’m sorry.”

      “That’s what I thought you said,” I grin to which she punches me in the shoulder. 

      “Do you reckon they’ll have room service still on?” she asks just as the elevator opens. “After all that, we didn’t even end up eating.” 

      As if on cue it’s my stomach’s turn to rumble. “I dunno, but I hope so.”

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

       

      I kick my shoes off and climb on top of the covers just as she exits the bathroom in her PJs. Tiny bottoms that barely cover her ass and a strappy top that I could easily slide the straps down and … 

      “Nice PJs,” I tease, repositioning and composing myself. 

      Get a fucking grip, dude. 

      “Okay, I’m safe in my room and fed. You can go now,” she instructs before noticing me on the bed. “What are you doing?”

      “Going to sleep.” I shrug, putting my hands behind my head, suppressing a grin. 

      Like hell I’m going to leave her alone tonight. Especially with him in the hotel. We can go back to hating each other again tomorrow. 

      “No. You need to leave.” She attempts to sound forceful, but it only makes me grin more.

      “Sorry, sugar, but I’m not going anywhere.” 

      “Jesus Christ, Blake! You had your chance. You had your chance to act like the protective boyfriend, but you didn’t take it. You can’t just suddenly decide to do it now!” 

      The smug smile from my face instantly drops off as she verbally slaps me with the truth.

      “I needed you five years ago! When it happened, and I couldn’t even look at myself in the mirror. When I was hurting so bad that I thought my chest was going to split open. I didn’t think I’d ever be whole again. But I am now. You can’t just come back into my life and fuck with that again!”

      Just as the first tear escapes her, I move my arms around her. She fights me for all of five seconds before collapsing into my chest. 

      “It’s okay, Em. You’re safe now. It’s okay.” I soothe, but it’s not enough. Nothing will ever make up for what part I played in all of this. 

      “I should have never gone to that party,” she whispers after a while. Her voice is muffled in my shirt.

      I hold my breath. Waiting to see what she says next. I don’t want to know the details. That’s not going to help me with not ripping his dick off and feeding it to the sharks. But if she needs to talk, if Em needs to tell me, then I will listen. That’s one mistake I will never make again. 

      “I was just so angry and confused. We hardly talked anymore, and I thought you didn’t want to be together anymore. That you didn’t want me.” She inhales sharply before continuing, “I only had one beer before realizing it was a mistake. I was miserable. Kelvin offered me a ride and … I’m just so sorry.”

      “No!” I say forcefully, startling her. “Don’t you ever apologize.”

      “But if I had just stayed home—”

      “Emilia,” I say quietly, cupping a hand on her perfect face, “what happened was not your fault. It doesn’t matter what you did that night; he should never have done that.”

      I wipe a tear from her cheek, trying to keep my own emotions in check. 

      “If anyone should apologize, it should be me,” I say. “I’ll never be able to tell you how sorry I am for not being there for you. For not trusting you. No matter how lost I was already feeling when we were apart, it was no excuse. You should have been able to rely on me.”

      Silently, she snuggles into my chest, where she still fits so perfectly, and I wrap my arms around her. I pray that one day, she will forgive me. That one day, she will not look at me and see what he did to her.
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      “Good morning, sunshine!” Blake singsongs as I open my eyes the next morning.

      The events of yesterday and last night come back to me in vivid flashes. The press. The studio. Blake’s confession about planning to ask me to move to LA with him. Kelvin in the lobby. His soulless black eyes looking straight through me. Amigos and margs. Lots of margs. That’s when the flashes become blurry. Blake carrying me. Refusing to leave my room. Crying in his arms. 

      I shut my eyes, attempting to shake it all away. 

      “Emilia, are you ok?” 

      “Yeah, fine,” I lie. “Fine,” I repeat again, more for my own benefit. 

      Blake walks over to the bed, but I jump off the opposite side and into the bathroom. Locking the door, I catch my breath and brace myself over the vanity.

      The events of yesterday replay on a loop inside my head. 

      My mind is spinning but I also feel strangely calm. Going to brush my teeth, I catch my reflection in the mirror and stop. I look the same. Blue eyes. Straight but slightly frizzy brown hair. Olive skin with a few freckles on my nose and down my arms. But something … everything is different. A feeling of déjà vu washes over me. 

      

      After a long, steamy shower to try and stop my brain from going into overdrive, I give up and exit the bathroom. I should know better. It’s just how I’m wired. I overthink absolutely everything, and sometimes, like in my career, it’s an asset. 

      However, for just about everything else, it’s fucking annoying. At school, I was always the super-chill, super-fun girl, but it was all an act. A cover. Nothing could have been further from the truth. Zac and on occasion Blake were the only ones who ever saw the true Emilia.  

      The one who cried every day for a year after her father left. The one who would smile and make it her mission to convince everyone that her life was bright and shiny and that nothing ever bothered her. After a while, it didn’t feel like an act anymore. Pretending and covering it all up was my new normal. 

       

      I slowly venture out from the bathroom, white hotel robe wrapped tightly around me like a shield. A shield from the only person who could fill and heal the hole inside me, while also shattering and destroying me in a single moment. 

      But Blake isn’t here. He must have left while I was in the shower. 

      The noticeable beep of the hotel room door being unlocked with the room card makes me freeze mid-step on my way to my suitcase. Panic rises up from my toes and spreads quicker than wildfire through my body, pooling at my fingertips. Images of Kelvin flash across my eyes. No, it can’t be him. How would he get a key? 

      ‘Umm, same way he got into your house that night. He’s resourceful.’ My brain pipes up, which is not helpful at all. 

      I spin around, eyes searching for anything that could be used as a weapon. Nothing. There’s not even a lamp on the side table. The room design is ultra sleek with hanging side lamps instead. 

      Screw you, modern design.

      I inhale a sharp breath but still take a step back toward the window behind me and away from the door as it opens.

      Blake suddenly breezes through the door like he’s entering his own home. Relaxed. Comfortable. Confident. 

       

      “Emilia?” He spots me across the room and reaches me in a matter of strides. “Holy shit, you’re shaking. What’s wrong?” He doesn’t wait for my answer before enveloping me within his body again. 

      I can’t control the sob that shakes my body and causes me to melt into him. Next to zero fucks are given right now at what he thinks of me and if we are supposed to be enemies. Hiding and closing myself off has gotten me nowhere, except a lonely few years. Maybe it’s time to shatter that façade. Break free of the fake Emilia and find out who the real one is and what she can be. 

      

      After an unknown amount of time, I pull myself away and immediately feel a little colder. 

      “Okay, Tiny Dancer”—Blake puts his hands on my shoulders, using my old high school nickname for the first time since we broke up—“time to get dressed. We’reWe are going on an adventure.”

      “What do you mean? What time is it?” I reach for my phone on the nightstand and curse. “Crap. We have to meet downstairs in ten minutes!” I pull away quickly.

      Blake catches me on my rush back to the bathroom, letting out a carefree chuckle. 

      “Chill, Em. We don’t have to be anywhere today.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugs. “I cleared our day. We’re wide open to do whatever we want. The boys are cool with it. Rayner especially since he’s a bit hungover.” 

      “Why?” I screw my face up in surprise. 

      “I just thought we could both do with a free day. So, hurry up and get dressed. That is, unless you wanna stay here and get naked.”

      I think me throwing my phone at him answered that question. 

      

      “Hey! I was saving those!” I snatch my half-empty packet of gummi bears from his hand, after getting dressed in the bathroom. 

      He grins at me as he pops the last one in his mouth, lounging casually on my bed again. I shake my head just thinking about how bizarre this situation is right now.

      “What is this really about, Blake?” I sigh, crossing my arms over my chest. “Because if it’s about Kelvin, I don’t need a babysitter. I’m fine.”

      “I decided we should call a truce.” He sits up on his elbows to look at me. 

      “You don’t hate me anymore?” I ask skeptically. 

      “No.” He shrugs like it’s not a big deal. “I just realized it was a long time ago. Last night got me thinking about how much fun we used to have, and I think we could both use a little fun, don’t you think?”

      “But what if I still hate you?”

      “I think you want to still hate me, but you don’t,” he calls me out. 

      I’m shook that he can still see right through me when I’m bullshitting. It can’t be that simple, can it? Just forget about all the hate and the hurt? That sounds way too healthy and adjusted for my liking.

      A knock brings me back to the hotel room, and Blake jumps up off the bed to answer it.

      “Right on schedule.” Upon opening the door, he takes a box from the person on the other side. 

      “So, Tiny Dancer”—he smiles while presenting me with a box and opening the lid for me to see the contents. A brand-new pair of black Converse sneakers, just like the ones I used to wear—“are you ready to have some fun?”

      He gives me a massive grin I didn’t realize I missed until now.
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      “Aren’t you worried you’ll get recognized?” I ask on our way down to the lobby five minutes later. 

      “Nah, not with these!” He pulls out a pair of dark sunglasses and a black cap from his back jeans pocket and puts them both on. “See? Completely different person.” 

      “Yeah, totally.” I roll my eyes. 

      The glasses do hide his distinct scar that breaks up his left eyebrow, and with the hat, it’s not so obvious. His fans  are super keen though, so it wouldn’t surprise me if they saw through it instantly. 

      “Plus, no one would expect Blake Michaels to be walking the streets of Santa Monica, and even if they did suspect, they wouldn’t believe it.” He winks at me as he opens the hotel door for me and waits for me to pass through. 

      “What’s the plan then, tour guide?” 

      “Well”—he is giddy with excitement and walks backward in front of me down the sidewalk—“I thought we’d hit up the pier. It’s just down here.” He nods over his shoulder.

      “Seriously?”

      His excitement is contagious, and I’m definitely not immune to it. 

      He throws me his wide, carefree smile that first hooked me when I was a little, naïve thirteen-year-old. Blake Michaels is dangerous, and I should be very afraid right now.

      

      “Ta-da!” He throws his arms up when the arch for Santa Monica Pier comes into view a few minutes later. 

      “It’s just like in the movies,” I say as I walk toward it. 

      Santa Monica Pier has been on my bucket list since I was a kid. It always looked so cool in movies and TV shows. Like any care in the world would be instantly washed away if you were here. When I got the call to come out here, I didn’t dare let myself think I’d be able to actually visit it. That disappointment alone would have crushed me. Now, it’s right here, and I can’t wait.

      “Well, come on!” I grab his arm. “What are we waiting for?!”

      We start with the arcade and play almost all of the games. 

      He kicks my ass in the basketball one—figures because he was on the varsity team in high school. 

      I manage to redeem myself at air hockey, winning gracefully by running around the table, chanting, “Winner, winner, chicken dinner!” I’m all class like that. 

      “Okay enough of the kids’ games,” Blake announces, “It’s roller coaster time!”

       

      I lead the way out of the arcade and pause at the entrance when I realise Blake isn’t directly behind me. When I find him he’s kneeled down next to a little girl playing skee ball with her dad. He signs a piece of paper and hands her our game tickets. The little girl jumps up and launches into his arms for a hug. Blake just laughs and his face lights up just as much as the little girl’s does.

      We ride the roller coaster but only once—that’s my limit—even after Blake begs me to go again with him. 

      I am having the best day, and he seems to be enjoying this as much as me. I feel like a kid again without a care in the world. Not weighed down by my usual responsibilities and worries. 

      “Wanna get some lunch?” he asks after his second roller coaster ride.

      I don’t need to check my watch to know that it’s lunchtime; my stomach answers that for me. “Yeah, sounds good.”

      Blake grabs a couple hot dogs from a food stand, and we head to the beach to sit down. I take in the people around us. Mostly families with their umbrellas and chairs set up for a full day with a couple of girls suntanning among them. There are some guys throwing a football farther down the beach. 

      “These are actually japadogs,” he clarifies, handing me one. “Hot dogs but with Japanese toppings. They are incredible.” 

      I screw my face up at the hot dog with foreign toppings in my hand and shake my head. “I don’t know about this.”

      I’m not good with trying new and different foods, especially this because it just seems wrong. Hot dogs are a classic, so why mess with that?

      “Just try it. One bite, and if you don’t like it, I’ll get you something else,” he promises. 

      All right, just do it, I tell myself and take my first and last bite. 

      “No. Nope.” Gagging, I spit out the bite that I can’t even swallow.

      Blake is in hysterics, and as soon as I can breathe again, I join him. Well, he can’t say I didn’t try it at least.

      I let out a content sigh. My toes are squished in the sand, and the sun is beaming down on me. It’s the most unpredictable yet almost-perfect day. This is certainly not how I imagined the week going. How can I go from dreading being around someone to actually enjoying their company in a matter of a couple of days? 

      

      Blake goes back to the pier to get some real food while I opt to stay on the beach. I need a little breather from him and whatever is happening inside my head right now. 

      He was right; I don’t hate him, but I’ve held onto our past for so long. I don’t know if I can just let it go as easily as he seems to have. I trusted him, and he let me down when I needed him the most. He just tossed me aside like I was nothing. Like we were nothing. Not that he knew the full story. But how could I have told it? I would have been the person who came between him and his brother. The person who broke a family. I know what a cracked family is like, and I wouldn’t wish it upon anyone. 

      A high-pitched girly squeal interrupts my thoughts, and I turn to look up at the noise on the beach. The sight is almost comical. Blake is running toward me while a group of ten or so girls chase after him. 

      He gets to me just as I finish sliding on my shoes. 

      “We need to go. Now!” He grabs my hand, and I run behind him as fast as my little stumps can take me. 

      He leads us up to the bike path and approaches a very Zen, hippie-looking guy talking on his phone.

      “Hey, bro. Can I have your bike?” He looks back at the fan club that is quickly gaining on us. 

      “What?! No way, dude.” The guy scoffs like it’s the most ridiculous thing he’s ever heard.

      Blake looks at me, at the approaching mob, and then back to the bike. I know instantly what he is planning, and I give him a small nod. 

      “Awesome! Thanks, man!” Blake grabs the bike by the handles and throws a few bills at the stunned dude. 

      It finally clicks with the guy. “Hey, wait. Aren’t you—”

      “Quick, jump on!” he instructs me, motioning to the handlebars as he mounts the bike. 

      I make it on just as he starts to pedal. 

      Laughing, we escape, leaving the beach and the fan mob behind.
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      “Well, thanks for today.” Emilia stands from the sand, brushing it off. 

      We watched the sun set and the moon rise, all in the safety of the hotel beach. It almost felt like the last five years hadn’t happened. We were seventeen again, without a single care or responsibility in the world.

      “What? That’s it?” I blurt out. 

      “What do you mean?” 

      I know I’m about to show my cards, but I don’t care anymore. I’m done not doing what I want. Not being able to say what I really want to say. 

      “I mean, we just had this fucking incredible day, and now, you’re just going to leave like nothing has changed.”

      “What do you want from me, Blake?” She sighs wearily. 

      “I want to know what’s going on in that pretty little head of yours!”

      “You wanna know what I’m thinking?” she shouts. “You really wanna know?”

      Oh boy. Here it comes.

      I’m about to get torn to pieces. But at least I’ll know, and I can hopefully move on. 

      Pfft, who am I kidding? 

      It’s only been and it will only ever be her.

      I nod.

      “I think you’re an arrogant jackass who thinks the sun shines out of your ‘you know what,’ just because you’re a big, fancy rock star now. I hated you for what you did. I hated that you didn’t trust me. That you didn’t even let me explain or tell you what had really happened. You just believed the first thing you heard and set out to humiliate me as best you could. And now, you think just because we aren’t at each other’s throats, all is forgiven?”

      

      I lower my head, ashamed. She didn’t say anything I didn’t already know and haven’t stopped thinking about since it happened.

      “I know, and you have to know how sorry—”

      She puts a hand up, signalling me to shut up. She lets out a breath looking out at the ocean, her shoulders rising and then slumping.

      “I don’t hate you. I can’t live like that anymore. I’m so damn exhausted. I don’t know if I ever did hate you or if it was just me coping with you leaving. Because if I’m being honest, I don’t think I ever stopped loving you.” 

      Emilia slowly turns back to me and raises her eyes to meet mine after making her own confession. I stare at them for a few moments. Hating myself for what I put her through, but I’m also thankful that we have finally been given this chance to lay it all out on the table. 

      Without waiting for something else to get in our way, I close the distance between us and instantly feel at home when my lips meet hers. I wait for her to push me away. To tell me that we can’t do this. She doesn’t though. Instead, she parts her lips slightly, welcoming mine.
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      Don’t be weird, I tell myself. Don’t make it all awkward and weird. You still have two more days here, and then you go home. Home. New York. Your real life.

      And Blake will go on tour around Europe with millions of girls screaming his name and throwing themselves at him.

      Doesn’t matter. It was just a one-time thing. A one-time thing to close the door of our past. A goodbye. Sort of an ending chapter. Reconciliation, so we can both move forward and not be weighed down anymore. 

      That’s why he snuck out this morning without saying anything. But I can’t pretend it didn’t hurt to wake up alone.

      

      “Good morning,” Candice chirps as she arrives at the limo, the band right behind her. 

      “Morning,” I mutter and plaster on a super-chill smile. 

      The band has a charity concert in Vegas tomorrow. So, it’s off to Vegas we go and on a private jet no less. This is crazy. Private hotel floors. Fan mobs everywhere. International stardom. It just proves that even with us living on opposite sides of the country, our lives are worlds apart, and there’s no way it could ever work. I mean, we couldn’t even make it work our senior year, so why would it be any different now?

      You okay? Blake mouths to me when he walks past me to board the jet. 

      I nod quickly before I look back down at my open laptop. I’ve neglected the article, except for a few notes, and I need to refocus. Back to what’s important and what’s my future. Back to what I can control. Sort of. 

      “Yo, Em!” Rayner shouts, throwing popcorn at me from the back. “What are you writing about us?” 

      “Nothing good!” I grin back, throwing my own handful of nuts back. 

      “Ouch! Come on. Are you going to let us read it?” he whines in his schoolgirl voice.

      “Nope! I’m sure you can afford to buy the magazine, just like everyone else!” 

      “Ooh, burn!” Zac laughs. 

      I tune them out and reread the last paragraphs I have written.

      Despite the glitz, glamour, and panty-throwing fans, The Other Guys have managed to maintain a somewhat down-to-earth and chill attitude. Underneath it all, they are just three twenty-two-year-old guys, living out their dream of making music and performing in mega stadiums around the world.

      They have been coined as the hybrid of the country and pop scene and praised for their ability to glide seamlessly between both genres. One thing is certain for The Other Guys. They are the real deal, and if they continue on as they have, then they are most definitely in for a long and successful career at the top of the charts.

      Most reporters would be digging for some past scandals or something deeply personal to exploit and help sell the article. And I could easily. I know things about each of them that would wreck them if the press ever found out. My career and being successful are important but not at that price. Their fans might not think very highly of me, but that doesn’t mean I have to prove them right. 

       

       

      We touch down in Vegas within record time, and predictably, we are greeted by a mass of screaming fans and paparazzi. Candice whisks us off straight to a rehearsal at the stadium, where the benefit concert will be held tomorrow night. 

      My phone buzzes with a video call just as they take the stage. 

      Walking far enough away from the earshot of Candice and their sleazy manager, I answer with a smile, “Hey, baby girl!” 

      “Mommy!” 

      She brightens instantly, showing off her missing front tooth from the accident at the play gym a month ago. 

      “Guess what! Gran took me to the movies, and we saw the Paw Patrol race cars and Skye’s helicopter, and I got a whole bucket of popcorn to myself, and we went on the elevator and”—she inhales a quick breath—“then we went and got pizza with Jamie and Jenny and their mom, but my tummy was sore after. Gran said it was because I ate too much. Oh, and she let me and Teddy sleep with her in her big bed.” 

      “Gosh, aren’t you the luckiest girl ever!” 

      She grins, and then a sad look crosses her face. “I miss you, Mommy.” 

      “Baby girl, I miss you too. So much!” 

      “Are you going to be home for my birthday?” 

      Don’t cry. If you do, she will start also. 

      With every ounce of determination, I plaster a big smile on my face. “Of course! Only two more sleeps, and then I’ll be home.”

      “I’m going to be this many!” She holds up her entire right hand.

      “You sure are. You’re going to be a big girl!” 

      “Can I get a puppy now that I’m a big girl?”

      “Nice try!” I laugh. 

      The stadium goes quiet, and I look up to see the boys jumping off the stage. 

      “Sorry, sweetie, but I have to go and do some work now. I love you, and you be good for Gran, okay?”

      “Okay, Mom! Love you,” she finishes before kissing the phone and then hanging up. 

      “Who was that?” Blake appears beside me just as my phone screen goes black. 

      “Uh, no one, just work.” 

      “It sounded like you said, love you,” he pushes, his left eyebrow twitching like it does when he gets suspicious about something. 

      “I think you need your hearing checked, Rockstar. All that bass has made you deaf.”

       

      Isn’t it weird that after all this time apart—I mean, we’ve been apart longer than we were together—I still remember and notice all these little things about him? Like about his eyebrows or when he’s really nervous, he keeps touching his earlobe. Or how he pretends to be made of steel, but it’s only a paper thin armor that can be cracked with just the slightest pressure. 

      “Ha-ha, you’re hilarious, Tiny Dancer.” He grabs my hand without a care who is around or can see and starts pulling me toward the exit. “Come on. I have a surprise for you.”

      “Wait a minute!” I tug on his hand, and he stops abruptly.

      “Who are you, and what have you done with Blake Michaels?”

      A smile breaks over his face. “Haven’t you realized yet? This is me. I’ve just been unable to show it until now.”
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      I feel like I’m practically going to burst as I see the awe and wonder plastered on her face. It’s been a very long time since I even remember feeling like this. I’d be lying to myself if I said the last time was anything other than five years ago when we danced at the winter formal. It’s a night that I’ve replayed over and over many times. From her ice-blue dress that was ridiculously hot over her ass and swayed around her ankles. Her hair curled and expertly pinned up because she knew I liked it curled but liked her tanned, bare shoulders even more. 

      Even as I was crowned Snow King, she clapped and cheered the loudest from the crowd. It was like a bad, sappy ’80s movie, and I loved every minute of it.

      “Blake!” Emilia is snapping her fingers in front of my face. “Where did you go?”

      “Uh, nowhere,” I mumble. 

      “This is so cool!” She turns back to stare out the window of our private helicopter. 

      “If you look out to your right,” the pilot announces, “you will see the Skywalk. The ten-foot-wide glass observation bridge extends out seventy feet and sits four thousand feet above the canyon.”

      “Wow! It looks so tiny from up here.” Emilia presses her face across the window like an overexcited child. 

      Yep, if this was as good as it got, I’d be the happiest man alive. 

      “We will follow the canyon a little before setting down.” 

      “We’re landing?” She swivels back to the pilot.

      “Sure are!”

      “Oh my God! I cannot believe it! Do you remember that movie we watched where they visited the Grand Canyon and had a picnic with champagne right on the rim?” 

      “Yeah.” I nod. “You immediately added it to our bucket list of travel destinations.”

      “That’s right! I forgot about that list. Just don’t go proposing like in the movie!” she jokes, but there’s an edge to it. Almost like fear maybe?

      “I won’t,” I promise, joining her laugh.

      Yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Seriously, Blake, that was incredible! Thank you.” Em snuggles up to me in the back of the limo, both legs slung across mine. 

      “Don’t thank me yet.” My fingers softly creep up her leg toward the bottom of her shorts. “The day’s not over.”

      “Really?” She shifts slightly. 

      I know that squirm. It’s what she used to do when she was getting aroused but didn’t want to admit it. It’s a funny thing, thinking a girl shouldn’t admit when she’s horny. I don’t know if it’s something from her parents or what, but as much as it bugged me, I also found it kinda cute. The outgoing, loud girl who was always the first to dive-bomb off the diving board into the pool was too shy to admit when she was horny. 

      “Not even close,” I whisper, my fingers trailing circles around the hem of her too-short shorts and my other hand on her lower back. 

      She shivers, closing her eyes. Good to know she’s still the same Em, and she’s still affected by me just as much as I am by her. 

      My fingers move up to the top of her shorts and spring them open, revealing white lace underwear. Twirling my fingertips over the lace, I trace down lower and lower. I can already feel her on the outside. 

      “What are you doing?” she breathes.

      “What do you think I’m doing?” I lock my eyes with hers while my fingers hover over the edge of her panties, itching to go under. “Do you want me to stop?”

      A slow shake of her head is all it takes for me to slip my finger under and straight into her. Fuck, she feels good. Better than good. Fucking heaven. 

      She lets out a groan, and it only spurs me on even more. My fingers coated in her, they gain in speed as they race toward their goal. 

      “Oh fuck,” she murmurs between gritted teeth, and I can’t stop the cocky grin from spreading across my face. “Blake … I’m …”

      “I know, baby,” I whisper, leaning in to kiss just below her ear. Another sweet spot. “Come for me.”

      And a second later, she does. Exploding around my fingers and over her already-soaked panties.

      She recovers quickly and slides a firm hand over my crotch. My dick is at attention and throbbing to escape. As much as I desperately want to be inside her right now, I also want to watch her squirm some more. 

      “Nope!” I push her away and pull her legs up, so she’s lying down on the backseat. “I’m not finished with you yet, Tiny Dancer.” 

      “What—” she starts, but I silence her with my mouth. 

      She doesn’t fight it and pulls me down on top of her, wrapping her legs around my hips. I break free slightly and commence a trail of kisses down her body. Each unbutton of her shirt receives a thorough once-over with my tongue. Her back is arching, and she’s ready to go when my tongue glides across the lace. 

      “These need to go,” I demand and rip them off without hesitation because I think I’ve outdone the patience of a saint. The sweetest taste I’ve ever had meets my lips, and I lose myself in her.
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      Damn you, Blake Michaels. Damn you and your hot abs, confident swagger, and expert tongue. Damn. Damn. Damn.

       

      I roll over in my massive hotel bed and stare out my floor-to-ceiling windows. Las Vegas is sprawled out below in all its glory. My room was suspiciously upgraded to a deluxe suite and just happens to be across the hall from Blake’s. 

      The vibration on my phone snaps me back to the room. 

      “Hey, Lex.” I answer the phone.

      “You’ve had sex!” she accuses instantly. 

      “What?! Why would you say that?”

      “Because you’ve been ignoring me, and now, you sound way too chipper for seven a.m.” 

      “I have not—”

      “Emilia Jane Brookes, you’re not about to lie to me, are you?” Lex demands.

      “Fine,” I huff. Checking the bathroom door, where Blake is currently, making sure it’s still closed, I whisper, “I had sex.” Grinning into the phone, I say, “Twice actually.”

      “Yasss! That’s my girl!” Lex celebrates, and I can just imagine her doing a fist pump in honor of me breaking my long celibacy streak. “So, what’s he look like? How did it happen?” 

      Lex has been my best and really only friend since I moved to New York. We met my first week at The Lifestyle Editand just meshed like we had known each other for years. 

      “Promise not to yell at me?” I bite my lip. 

      “Em,” she groans. “Seriously, please tell me you didn’t. Please tell me you didn’t sleep with Blake fucking Michaels. The dick who just upped and vanished like only the douchiest of douches could do. Please tell me it wasn’t him!”

      “Umm,” I try to sound apologetic, but I’m just not. 

      Last night was quite possibly the best night of my life. After our helicopter adventure and limo detour, we came back to my room. We ordered room service and talked and did some other stuff and talked some more. 

      “I know, Lex. But—”

      “But what?” she sighs.

      “I don’t know. It just feels like we’ve never even been apart.”

      “So, does that mean you told him?” 

      “No. But I will. Today.” 

      I hear the bathroom door start to open. “Look, Lex, sorry, but I gotta go. I’ll call you later.”

      “You’d better!” I hear her scream just as I end the call.

      Blake jumps on the bed in only a pair of gray sweats. Damn, what is it about gray sweats that’s so unbelievably hot? I mean, they’re sweats. 

       

      “Morning, gorgeous.” He crawls forward and gives me a long kiss with some sneaky tongue. “So, there’s something I wanna talk about.” He rolls onto his side, his face turning serious. 

      “Me too actually,” I reply, turning on my side to face him. 

      His soul-hitting eyes meet mine, and I almost cave. 

      “Can I go first?” he whispers, nervously pulling at his ear. 

      It’s kind of an ego boost to know you make Blake Michaels, the world’s hottest lead singer, nervous. 

      “Come on tour with me,” he blurts out. 

      “What?” 

      “Come on tour with me,” he repeats. “Come see Europe with me, like we always planned. We can bike around Amsterdam, eat massive amounts of pasta in Italy, and I’ll even go on one of those cheesy love boats.” He grins stupidly.

      I stand up off the bed, pacing. “I can’t, Blake. I can’t just go on tour with you.”

      Holy shit.

      This just escalated really quick. This was only supposed to be a fling type thing. I thought he understood that. My whole world is in New York. My daughter. 

      “Why not? It will be awesome. Just you and me, not a care in the world,” he keeps talking, oblivious to my growing panic attack. “Please. I know I’m asking a lot, but I just got you back. I don’t want to put a whole ocean between us.” 

      “I said no!” I scream, cracking. “I can’t just toss my life away, my job, my career, just to follow you around the world! You haven’t changed at all, have you?! It’s still all about you and your career.” 

      “Em, I—” he whispers, attempting to move closer, but I back away. 

      This is all just too much.

      “This was a mistake,” I mumble. “We didn’t work then, so I see no reason why we would work now. I think you should leave.” 

      “Wait. No, Emilia,” Blake protests. 

      “Please, Blake. Don’t,” I beg. I don’t think I’m strong enough to hold my ground for too much longer. But this is what’s best for everyone. 
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      “Mommy, are you crying?” My sweet angel looks back at me from my phone screen, sad. 

      I wipe away the last traitorous tear and plaster on a fake smile. “Never! I just poked myself in the eye when I was putting my contacts in.”

      My daughter laughs her innocent carefree laugh. How wonderful it must be to be completely unaware of everything happening around her. 

      “Silly Mommy!”

      “Yep, silly Mommy! What are you and Gran doing today?” 

      “I think we’re going to make some cookies! Hannah from next door is coming over.” She starts excitedly jumping up and down, the tablet that she’s holding shaking around with her. 

      I hear the doorbell, and without warning, I’m looking at my New York apartment ceiling through the phone. 

      “Hannah just got here.” My mom picks up the phone, coming into view. “Oh, Emmy, what’s wrong?” 

      That right there is probably the best thing to come out of Dad leaving us. Mom and I became so close and in sync with each other; it was like we were twins. We developed this uncanny ability to know when something was going on with the other, and I’m not ashamed to admit it, but she’s become my best friend.

      “Did you tell him?” I notice her walk into my bedroom and shut the door. “He didn’t take it well?”

      “What are you talking about?” I sniffle loudly. 

      “You told him about … you know? Her?” she whispers even though I doubt the girls can hear her. 

      “You know?” I bolt up, surprised. 

      I never told her who the father was. I told her I didn’t know. Because at first, I wasn’t sure. By probability, it should have been Blake’s, but by my bad luck, it could have easily been Kelvin’s. No way my daughter was going to grow up, knowing she was the outcome of me being forced upon by my boyfriend’s brother. I still don’t know for sure, but when I went for my ultrasound, the tech worked out my approximate conception date, and there was no doubt it was Blake’s. By then though, he was long gone, and I was alone. Two months later, I turned eighteen, and Mom and I moved to New York. 

      “Of course I do!” She shakes her head. “It was pretty obvious with the name you gave her.”

      “Oh, right.” 

      “So, what happened?”

      “He doesn’t know,” I sigh. “He asked me to come on his world tour with him. Can you actually believe that? He expects me to drop everything and follow him around like a groupie! I have a daughter!”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t know that,” Mom reasons. “You need to just rip the Band-Aid off and tell him. It’s not going to be long before she starts asking about him. Do you really want her to know that you’re the reason she doesn’t have a dad? You of all people should know what that feels like.”

      “But she’s the reason I haven’t told him! You should see his life, Mom. It’s like a music video. Limos, screaming fans, nasty tabloids. Can you just imagine if they found out about her as well?”

      “I’m sorry, Emmy, but I have to disagree with you. I’ve kept my opinions to myself and respected your decision, but I really think you’re going to regret this.” She puts her hand up in defence. “I’ve said my piece now. I won’t mention it again. Just really think about it, please.”

      “Ok, I will.” I should go, Mom. “Talk to you later? Give my girl a kiss for me.”

      

      I hang up the phone and collapse onto the bed. The pillows still smell of Blake’s shampoo. That citrusy, woodsy smell that lingers and invokes memories of the last week. 

      “Stupid Emilia,” I mutter to myself, throwing a pillow across the room. 

      But Mom hit a nerve. She sure knows how to press the right buttons. 

      “You of all people should know what that feels like.”

      I do. Growing up without a dad was … well, simply put, crap. I would have done anything to have a protective dad, like the ones my friends always complained about. Someone who would have threatened me with boarding school if I ever missed curfew or someone to tell me my skirt was too short or my shirt was too revealing. 

      I was so sure I was doing my daughter a favor by keeping her in the dark about her dad. The only worse thing than not knowing who your father is, is knowing and having him not being around or giving a shit about your life. 

      Maybe Blake would want to be involved. We always talked about buying a big house and having kids. 

      “A girl and then twin boys,” he always said. 

      So that the older girl would keep the boys in line and teach them how to properly respect girls. 

      But that was a fairy tale I gave up on a long time ago. My new fairy tale is providing a strong and stable home for my daughter and showing her that you can achieve anything you want if you’re willing to work for it. 

      Is that enough though? 

      I know I’ve never stopped loving him. I tried, but I have never been able to shake him from my heart. 

      Images of the three of us playing happy family flit across my eyes like a home movie. Beach vacations in summer, waking up on Christmas morning and opening presents, watching her first dance recital, karaoke sessions with Blake’s guitar. 

      My heart aches and longs for those moments. Could it actually be possible? 

      You won’t know if you don’t try, a little voice says. 

      Within seconds, I’m flinging open the hotel room door and sprinting across the hall. Impatiently, I rapidly knock on his door. 

      Standing in front of his hotel room, I have a distinct feeling of déjà vu. How was it less than a week ago I arrived in LA and was knocking on that hotel room door. Instead, at that time it was anxiety coursing through my veins. Right now, it’s hope and excitement about our future.

       

      Any and all doubts about it actually working are being slammed down to the bottom of the barrel. It’s now or never.

      I knock again. Trying and failing to stand still. He must not be here. I’m just about to leave and try Rayner’s or Zac’s room when the door swings open. 

      Standing at the entrance with an annoyed face is the most stunning person I’ve ever seen. Perfect, shiny black hair; matching ivory skin; and supermodel eyes that draw in any man or woman they want. 

      “Can I help you?” The perfect specimen speaks.

      “Uh …” 

      “Oh wait! Are you the journalist doing the feature?”

      All I can do is nod. 

      “Great! Do you need anything from me? I’m Riley, Blake’s girlfriend.”
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      I pelt my phone against the wall and watch as it shatters when it hits the tiled floor. 

      Good. Perfect excuse to ignore everyone. 

      How did this happen again?

      I was so close to having her back, and I went and fucked it up again. I don’t even know how, but by her reaction, whatever I said she didn’t like. 

      Was it too soon to ask her to come on tour? Was it too much for her after everything we’d been through?

      The hotel door clicks open, and the hopeless fool in me runs out to the main room, thinking it’s her. Instead, standing there, surrounded by bellboys and about five suitcases, is my fake celebrity girlfriend. 

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, disappointed. 

      “I’m here to support my amazing boyfriend!” She flashes a winning smile for the hotel staff, and they melt into a puddle beside her. Riley has that effect on people, and she sure knows it. 

      “Right. Well, I’m just heading out.” 

      I don’t wait for her replies of protest before slamming the hotel door closed behind me. Candice is just coming out of her room as I reach the elevators.

      “Riley is here. She’s taken my room. Can you get me another one?” I demand, pulling a full-on rock star moment. 

      “Where are you going?” 

      I ignore her and press the button for the ground floor. 

      “The car leaves at five for the benefit!” she yells as the doors close.

      I’ll be back. But for now, I need to blow off some serious steam. I need to smash, break, or shoot something. 

      

      Heading straight for the VIP concierge desk, I don’t wait to be welcomed. 

      “I need a car,” I demand, “a fast one.” 

      I give the guy behind the desk credit because within ten minutes, I’m sitting in the driver’s seat of a black Lamborghini Sian with the Welcome to Las Vegas sign already behind me. I’ve read about these cars. They’re a special edition with something like only sixty manufactured in the world. I’ll have to remember to leave him a good tip. 

      I really open her up when I get onto the freeway. I have zero idea where I’m going or what I’m doing. 

      After about an hour, I stop at a roadside diner. I slide into a faded booth and stare out the window at the nothingness of the desert.

      Either no one notices me or even better cares, but I’m not hassled or mobbed by underage girls who should be at home. Fair enough, it is a diner in the middle of nowhere. I forgot what that was like. The fame, the music, the world tours—it’s everything I ever wanted, but when I got it, I knew something was still missing.

      I just never realized what it was until this week. 

      An elderly couple exits the diner in front of me. He is holding open the door for her and gives her a quick pat on the ass as she walks past, causing her to giggle. Imagine being seventy-odd years old and still having that spark. Still wanting to be around the person you committed your life to. My parents don’t even talk to each other, let alone still love one another. 

      What hope do I have of a long relationship when I have no role models to compare it to? 

      Maybe it’s better that Em ended things before they went too far. Look at us—it’s only been a week, and we still managed to fuck things up.
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      “How could I be so fucking stupid?” I tell Lex through the phone. “I mean I had seen the articles; I knew he had a girlfriend. I just … I don’t know, I guess I just thought maybe it was one of those fake ones just for the press. I’m such a loser.”

      “You are absolutely not a loser,” Lex attempts to reassure me, but the damage is done. 

      Thank God my flight home is tonight. I can leave this week firmly in my past and never have to think about it again. If only that was possible.

      A knock on my room door brings me back to my call with Lex, “Lex I gotta go, I need to leave for the concert soon and I’m not even packed. 

      “Coming!” I yell as another knock on the door sounds out. I swing it open to Zac standing there. “Hey! Come in, what are you doing? Shouldn’t you be getting in your zone or whatever it is you do before a show?”

      “Uh, yeah.” He fidgets with the hanging side lamp beside the bed. 

      I start throwing my stuff into my suitcase. Not even concerned in the least about making it neat. “So what’s going on?” 

      “I know you’re leaving tonight but I wanted to— Do you think you could stop that for a second?” 

      I look at him puzzled and put down my cosmetics bag that I was packing. He’s still standing on the far side of the bed so I take a seat on the sofa. 

      “I know you’re going back to New York tonight. And I don’t know what’s going on with you and Blake, but I need to say this and get it off my chest.” 

      “Ok…” I hesitate.

      “The other night at Amigos, when we were dancing, you said you loved me. I couldn’t believe it. I had waited for what feels like forever to hear you say that. I know we used to be grossed out when our Mom’s talked about us getting married someday, but for me I wasn’t. I knew I wanted to marry you. But I waited too long to tell you. There never seems to be a right time to tell my best friend that I loved her as more than a best friend. Then Blake made his move. So I thought, it just wasn’t our time and it would happen after high school.”

      “Zac—” 

      “Please Em, I need to say this. Just let me, will you?”

      I nod. What else am I going to do?

      “Then the thing with Kelvin happened, and we moved to LA. I wanted to call you so many times, but then I told myself you weren’t calling me, so obviously I didn’t mean as much as I thought I did to you.”

      Zac slumps his shoulders and sits on the edge of the bed. 

      “Then you turned up in LA, for the article. I knew I had one last shot at showing you that I was an option. Only for Blake to do what he does best and steal you again. I know that sounds awful, he’s my friend and nothing will change that. But I loved you first. So, I guess I just wanted to say that if there’s a ring or whatever, I’m throwing my hat into it.”

       

      I walk over to the bed and sit down beside Zac, grabbing his hands in mine. 

      “I meant what I said the other night at Amigos. I do love you. I hate that we lost touch and that you haven’t been a part of my life these past five years. And I hate that I don’t love you in the way that you deserve to be loved. I wish I could, I really do. Please believe me when I say that.”

      Zac’s head falls and my heart breaks for him. 

      “I don’t want to be, God I wish I wasn’t, but I am still in love with Blake. You deserve to be someone’s one and only. And I can’t be that for you. I’m sorry Zac.”

      We talk for a little bit more, before Zac leaves and I’m feeling even worse than I did before. If I’m being honest there were times, I suspected how he felt in high school. But I just brushed it off. I was with Blake and I loved him.
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      “There you are!” my manager screams at me, grabbing my shirt when I get close enough. “You go on in an hour! I had to send the others ahead in another car. You’d better have a good excuse, boy!” 

      “Or what? You’ll fire me? Please do.”

      “What is wrong with you? You have everything you’ve ever wanted, and you’re still sulking like a child!”

      “Whatever. Let’s just get this over with,” I grunt and climb into the back of the waiting limo. 

      I hear my manager on the phone with someone as we pull out of the hotel garage. Probably Candice. He’s telling them that he found me and that the all-important show can go on. Poor form, I know, since this show is actually really important, supporting small, rural children’s hospitals, but my heart just isn’t in it right now. 

      As soon as the limo stops, I’m pulled from it and dragged into a dressing room. 

      “Blake!” Ray and Zac jump up to greet me. “Where have you been?” Zac asks, “And why didn’t you answer your phone?”

      Oh shit, my phone.

      “Sorry, guys, it broke. I just needed some space.”

      “So, it’s true then?” Ray asks as I pick up my guitar to test if it’s still in tune. 

      How the hell do they know already? Emilia must have said something to Zac. Fuck, is nothing sacred anymore?

      “Jesus, man.” Ray continues muttering to himself, “I just can’t imagine you with a kid.”

      My head shoots up. “What did you just say?” 

      “I said, I can’t imagine you with a kid,” he repeats. 

      “Why would you—”

      Zac cuts in, “You haven’t seen it, have you?” He shoves his phone in my face with an article open on the screen. 

      The headline jumps out in bold letters. 

      Blake Michaels’ Secret Love Child With High School Sweetheart

      Underneath is a picture of Em and me a couple of days ago, running toward a car. That was the day of the radio interview. 

      What the actual fuck?! 

      I push Zac’s phone away. I don’t need to read the article. 

      When will these leeches have enough blood? When I’m retired? Or do I have to be dead and buried before they’ll leave me alone? Probably not even then. 

      “Where’s Emilia?” I demand to either bandmate. 

      “I think she’s talking to some of the other acts in the other room,” Zac offers. 

       

      I need to see her. To make sure she’s okay. I’m at least used to them attacking me with fake stories and bullshit headlines. This is all new to her, and the audacity of them to accuse her of hiding a kid from me. 

      Motherfuckers!

      “Emilia!” I shout across the room as soon as the door swings open, not giving two shits that everyone turns and looks. 

      “I’m so sorry,” I hear her apologize to a pair of girls she’s talking to. “Thank you for your time,” she adds hesitantly, while I pull her away.

      “Blake, what are you doing?” She rips her arm from mine, hissing, “You can’t just—”

      “Are you okay?” I demand, grabbing her shoulders so she can’t hide her face from me. It’s the only way I can tell if she’s lying or not. 

      “Blake, please, this is hard enough. We had a good couple of days and got the closure we needed, so let’s just leave it at that and move on with our lives.” 

      “I don’t wanna talk about that. Well, I do but not right now. I’m guessing you haven’t checked your phone lately?” 

      “Uh, no. Security made me turn it off when I got here. Something about exclusivity rights.” 

      “Turn it on,” I order. 

      “Blake, you’re scaring me. What’s going on?” She pulls out her phone from her bag and turns it on. 

      Immediately, it starts beeping with notifications. I watch her as she clicks on the first one, and her face morphs into a look of pure horror.

      “Oh my God,” she whispers, backing up against the wall before sliding down it. Her hand over her mouth, she clicks through more tags.

      “It’s okay.” I kneel down in front of her. “I’ll get Candice on it, and she’ll get all this taken down.”

      “Blake—”

      “We will sue the fuckers for defamation or whatever it’s called.”

      “Blake?”

      “They can’t just keep spreading lies like this about people.” 

      “Blake!” 

      “Yes. Sorry. They just piss me off, is all.” I stroke her face and notice a couple of tears already escaping. “I’m so sorry, Em. It’s all my fault. They want dirt on me, and they don’t care who gets hurt in the process.”

      She whispers something, but I couldn’t have heard it properly. 

      “It’s true,” she repeats louder. 

      “What’s true?” I ask with a slight shake in my voice. 

      No, it can’t be true.

      “I have a daughter. She’ll be five next week.” 

      “You have a daughter?” I repeat like an idiot. 

      

      Em has a daughter. Em had a baby five years ago. Five fucking years ago. 

      “And when were you going to tell me?” I yell, giving zero fucks about our audience.

      “When was I supposed to tell you?” she hisses. “When you broke up with me in front of the whole school? Or when I was getting tested for STDs from your brother raping me? Or maybe it was when you tossed me aside like I meant nothing at all to you? How was I to know you weren’t going to just do it all over again?”

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “Blake, man!” Ray calls out. “We need to go! We’re on in two!” 

      “In a sec.” I hold up a finger to him before turning back to Em. 

      Full tears are streaming down her face now. 

      “Can we talk about this after the show? I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      She just nods at me before pushing me away. “Go. It’s fine.” 

      It’s anything but fine, but what choice do I have? Our set is only thirty minutes long. Surely, thirty minutes won’t do any more damage.
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      “Mom! Mom! Auntie Lexie is here to see you!” 

      Groaning, I pull the covers over my head. I knew it was only a matter of time. My phone has been off since I got back from LA two weeks ago. I turned it on a couple of days ago, only to turn it off when the first post I saw was one about Blake.

      Blake Michaels And Riley Groves Ready To Say I Do. 

      Blake Michaels has reportedly travelled to his hometown and asked his mother for the family engagement ring, according to a close family friend. Another source close to Riley has confirmed that he has indeed popped the question while on tour in Europe. 

      That was all I needed to read to put me back into a cocoon under my blanket.

      “She’s awake!” I hear my traitorous daughter call out.

      “Thanks, Bee.” Lexie high-fives my daughter for the success of her plan. “I got this now. You wanna go get your shoes on? We’re taking your mom out.”

      “Yay!” I hear her squeal before the covers are stripped off me.

      “Get up! Enough is enough. You’ve moped. You’ve cried. Now, it’s time to get on with shit.” 

      My best friend, everyone. Not one for nurturing. 

      “Lexie, seriously,” I mutter, rolling over into a fetal position. “There’s no need to be so dramatic.”

      “Ha!” She snorts. “I’m being dramatic? When did you last shower?” 

      “Hygiene is overrated.” 

      “Come on, please. I need you right now. My apartment got condemned. I applied for this other one, and they said I can have it as long as I have someone else on the lease. I just need you to come and see it and sign, pretending to be the other person. You know I can pay it, so it’s no risk to you. Pleeeease.” 

      I look up, and Lexie is kneeling beside my bed, hands in a prayer hold, literally begging.

      There’s absolutely no way I can say no. After the amount of times she’s bailed me out with various things over the years, I definitely owe her more than a few favors.

      “Okay, okay. I’ll get dressed.”

      “Uh, and maybe shower?” she offers.

      This gets her a pillow to the face, but I do decide to shower. And wash my hair while I’m in there. That will keep me good for the rest of the weekend at least. 

      I told work I would be back on Monday. Two weeks is all I could afford to blow off work. Only the rich have the luxury of getting to fall apart. 

      “Wear something nice!” I hear Lexie call out from the living room. “You need to make a good impression!”

      “Sure, sure,” I mumble. 

      Landlords don’t care what you look like as long as you’re good for the rent check each month. Especially in the building Lexie would be looking at. Even though she left The Lifestyle Edit two years ago for a permanent photographer job with a newspaper, she’s still crying poor, like most of us New Yorkers. 
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      “Whoa!” Bee whispers as we walk through the flashiest lobby I’ve ever seen before. 

      Spotless glass mirrors line the walls while a doorman in a full suit nods at us. 

      “Did you win the lotto and not tell me about it?” I nudge Lexie as our footsteps echo around us.

      “I wish!” She nudges back. “But the lobby is actually deceiving. The apartment is a dump. I think they do this to draw people in.” 

      “Oh. Well, it’s drawn me in.” I whisper. 

      “Shit! I mean, shoot!” Lexie winces, looking at Bee. “I left my purse in the cab. You go on up ’cause the landlord is waiting, and I’ll meet you up there. Floor ten!” she says, pressing the button and sliding out of the elevator just before the doors close. 

      The doors open on ten, and we step out before I realize it’s the wrong floor. We’ve literally just stepped into someone’s apartment entrance. 

      Crap.

      Pulling on Bee’s hand, I guide her back into the elevator. “Come on. This is the wrong floor!” I whisper. 

      “Emilia?” 

      I freeze, gripping my daughter’s hand. I’d know that voice anywhere. I wish I didn’t, but I will never be able to forget it. 

      Slowly, I spin around, shielding Bee behind me. 

      “What are you doing here?” I demand. 

      “I’m here to see you. Is that her?”

      The elevator doors open, and I push Bee in, still guarding her. 

      “Wait!” Blake grabs the doors before they close, holding them open. “Just give me five minutes. Please.” 

      His face is all pleading and as much as I wish I was cold enough to just walk away, I can’t.

       

      “Fine. Five minutes,” I say, resigned, and step back into the apartment. 

      Striding toward the open living room, I turn a TV on for Bee. “Honey, stay here for a moment, please. I’ll be right back. Don’t touch anything, okay?” 

      “Okay, Mom.” 

      Without a word to Blake, I march down the hallway, assuming there is a bedroom or something down there. Bee doesn’t need to hear this. Blake follows. 

      Once I’ve found an empty room, I offer, “All right, go ahead,” putting my hands on my hips. 

      He walks around the room and stops at the window, looking out. 

      “Do you remember the first time we met?” he says with his back to me.

      “Yeah, it was on the second day of sixth grade. You had just moved here, and Zac felt sorry for you being the new kid, so he invited you to eat lunch with us.” 

      “Nope.” He shakes his head. “We actually met at the start of the summer. In the park, you were looking for your dog, Ruby.”

      “That was you?” I take a couple of steps closer. Summer had only just started, and Ruby wasn’t in her bed when I woke up that morning. It was raining, but I refused to stop looking for her. I had been walking around the neighbourhood for about an hour when I met a boy. When I told him what I was doing, he started helping me look without even saying a word. 

      Finally, we found her under a bush in a park a couple blocks from home. Mom said older dogs sometimes ran away when they knew they were going to die. Blake helped me carry her home that afternoon.

      “How come you never said that was you?”

      “You were so upset when you finally found her under the bush. I never said anything because I didn’t want you to associate me with the day you found out your dog had died. 

      I walked past your house so many times that summer. I saw you playing soccer in the park with Zac and Rayner. I didn’t even know them, and I was jealous of them. I wanted to come up to you, but I was too chickenshit. I was only eleven, but I knew you were someone who was going to be special to me.”

      “Blake—” I start, but he interrupts me.

      “Just let me get this out. If you want to leave after, that’s fine. I’ll deal with it.”

      I nod, allowing him to continue. 

      “I know your career is important to you, and I’m sorry for letting you think that I thought it wasn’t important. I obviously now know the other reason why you couldn’t just up and join me on tour. Five years ago, when I thought you had cheated on me, it was the worst day of my life. Until two weeks ago when I lost you all over again.”

      Blake touches a finger to my cheek. “Emilia, I fell in love with you when I was eleven, and I’ve never stopped. I’ve tried to let you go, but I don’t want to anymore. I want to make this work. I need to make this work.

      “This apartment”—he waves his hand in the air—“is mine. I just bought it. The tour is non-negotiable, unfortunately. There’s no way I can get out of it. But in three months, when I’m finished, I’ll be coming back to New York to live. I’ve spoken to the guys, and they’ve already agreed to take a break.” 

      I’m stunned. This is exactly what I’ve dreamed of since I can remember, and now that it’s happening, I don’t even know what to say. 

      “But you have a girlfriend. I met her.” 

      “You met her? Oh shit!” He slaps his hand on his forehead. “Em, no. It’s all fake. It was a publicity stunt. We were never together.”

      “You were never together?” I ask, dumbfounded.

      “Never,” he confirms. “Em, you’re the only one. You’ve always been the one.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting something? You haven’t even asked me the most obvious question.”

      Blake frowns at me, confused. 

      “Don’t you want to know if she’s yours?” 

      He laughs. Like actually laughs.

      “No. I mean, yes. But if she isn’t, that’s okay too. You’re a package deal, and she’s half you, so I know I won’t be able to not love her. You said you couldn’t trust that I wouldn’t leave again. I just hope you’ll let me prove to you that I won’t. Whatever happens, I will not leave again. If I have to spend the rest of my life proving that to you, then I will.” 

      “Are you done now?” 

      “Yes.” He hesitates, playing with his ear. 

      “Good.” I take two steps, so I’m looking straight up at him. “Because I love you too.” 

      Blake breaks out into a goofy grin and pulls me into a kiss that signals a commitment that has been a long time coming. 

      “Mommy!” 

      We laugh at Bee interrupting us. 

      “I’m hungry,” she whines. 

      “Ok sweetie,” I pick up my daughter and face Blake —“Blake, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. This is Blakeley. Our daughter.” 
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